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Commissioned to celebrate concord between the nations, Aida is essentially about 
conflict. Hieratic and flamboyant, spectacular and introspective, Verdi's masterpiece 
returns to the Paris Opera after an absence of more than half a century. 
 
With its fascination for Egypt, 19th century Europe seems to have embarked on an 
intoxicating voyage down the Nile, marvelling at the colours of that great river and of the 
Egyptian sky, rediscovering monuments that are not so much palaces and towns but 
enigmatic sanctuaries of both the genius and the folly of humanity. Aida is one of the 
most celebrated examples of this "Egyptomania" albeit one of the most contradictory: 
commissioned by Ismail Pasha, the project of a work to be performed in honour of the 
inauguration of the Suez Canal was initially rejected by Verdi. However, a second 
commission for an operatic work to be performed in the new theatre in Cairo was later, 
somewhat condescendingly, accepted. Verdi had no inclination for exoticism and any 
concessions were, for him, out of the question. This opera, intended as a celebration of 
universal concord and harmony between nations with all the pomp and ceremony 
appropriate to such solemn occasions, is in fact entirely about conflict: the war between 



Egypt and Ethiopia is nothing compared to that which opposes the characters to each 
other. Their bloody confrontations give way, in turn, to the conflict within each 
individual. A work both flamboyant and hieratic, spectacular and intimate, and one of 
Verdi's most beautiful masterpieces, Aida returns to the Paris Opera after more than half 
a century's absence. 
 
SYNOPSIS 
 
Act I  
Garden of the Royal Palace at Memphis. The high priest, Ramfis, announces to Radames, 
Captain of the Royal Guard, that the Ethiopians are revolting. Radames hopes he will be 
chosen to lead the Egyptian forces, and thus claim Aida (the favorite slave of Princess 
Amneris and, unbeknownst to the Egyptians, the Ethiopian king’s daughter) as his 
reward. Although Aida and Radames are in love, Aida is still fearful for her kingsmen 
and especially for King Amonasro, her father. Furthermore, Princess Amneris is in love 
with Radames, although the feelings are not returned. When Radames joyfully accepts 
the job of leading the charge against the Ethiopians, Amneris and Aida both rush to the 
temple to bless his journey—although Aida’s loyalty is torn between her homeland and 
the man she loves.  
 
Act II  
The Ethiopians have been defeated, and Radames is returning to Thebes. Amneris tricks 
her slave Aida into indirectly revealing her love for Radames, which makes the princess 
jealous.  
Radames makes a triumphant entrance to the city, with a procession of newly captured 
prisoners, including Aida’s father, King Amonasro. Amonasro makes an eloquent plea on 
behalf of his people, but does not reveal his noble title. Radames is moved by his speech, 
and requests that as his reward, the Ethiopian prisoners not be put to death. The King 
grants Radames’ wish, and also gives Amneris’ hand in marriage.  
 
Act III  
It is night, near a temple where Amneris and the high priest Ramfis prepare for the 
princess’ wedding to Radames. Amonasro orders his daughter to learn from Radames the 
secret of his military plans against the Ethiopians. As Aida obtains the information from 
Radames, Amneris and Ramfis appear. They have overheard his act of treason. Ramades 
is taken prisoner by the imperial guards as Aida escapes with her father.  
 
Act IV  
Radames is on trail for treason, and his life is at stake. Amneris offers him a bargain: if he 
will renounce Aida and accept her love, he will be freed. He refuses, uninterested in a life 
without Aida. He is then sentenced to be buried alive in a vault underneath the temple. 
Amneris is horrified; although Radames has rejected her, she still loves him, but his fate 
is sealed. Aida joins Radames voluntarily in the tomb, sharing his tragic fate. 
 
 


