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Milan and the surrounding countryside, early 18th century. Bertarido, King of Lombardy
and Milan, has been deposed by Grimoaldo and is presumed dead, while his queen,
Rodelinda, and their young son, Flavio, have been left behind. Grimoaldo is engaged to
Bertarido’s sister, Eduige. Marrying her would grant him a legitimate claim to the throne,
by she has so far resisted his attempts, claiming she is still mourning her brother. Meanwhile
Bertarido, who spread the rumor of his own death to gain time, plans to return to Milan
in disguise to rescue his wife and son. Grimoaldo, resolved to become king, weighs his
options, counseled by his confidant, Garibaldo, and Unulfo, a member of Bertarido’s
cabinet who is the only person who knows that Bertarido lives.

INTERMISSION
ACTI

Rodelinda and her son are being held in the palace in Milan. When Grimoaldo announces
his wish to marry her instead of Eduige, thereby gaining the throne, the outraged
Rodelinda refuses him. Eduige is appalled by Grimoaldo’s behavior and reminds him of
his vow, but he, though still in love with her, now rejects her. Furious, and encouraged by
a declaration of love from Garibaldo, Eduige resolves to see Grimoaldo brought down.
Garibaldo reveals that he is merely using Eduige to further his own ambitions for the
throne.

Bertarido arrives at the memorial built in his honor, disguised as a soldier. His reunion
with the loyal Unulfo is interrupted by the appearance of Rodelinda and her son, Flavio.
Bertarido and Unulfo hide. Garibaldo arrives with an ultimatum from Grimoaldo: if
Rodelinda refuses to marry the usurper, her son will die. Defeated, Rodelinda is forced to
agree. Bertarido is dismayed at her apparent betrayal.

INTERMISSION
ACTII

At the palace, Garibaldo reveals Grimoaldo’s marriage plans to Eduige. He again offers
his services in exchange for her hand but realizes from her response that she may still be
in love with Grimoaldo. Rodelinda appears and reassures Eduige that her son’s future is
her greatest concern. Eduige wonders how Rodelinda can accept the traitor Grimoaldo’s
hand. Her love for him has turned to hate. Rodelinda now presents Grimoaldo with an
ultimatum of her own: she will marry him if he personally kills her son before her eyes—
she can never be the wife of a usurper while still the mother of a rightful king. Her gamble
works and the shocked Grimoaldo backs down. Garibaldo considers what he sees as the
usurper’s weakness and states that power must be seized and ensured at any cost. Unulfo
resolves to tell Bertarido of his wife’s fidelity.

Eduige meets the wandering Bertarido, overjoyed to find him alive. Unulfo assures
Bertarido that Rodelinda has not betrayed him, while Eduige promises to help him rescue
his family. Unulfo goes off and returns with Rodelinda. The reunion of husband and wife
is interrupted by the appearance of Grimoaldo. Never having seen Bertarido, he is enraged
to find Rodelinda with what he thinks is a lover. Bertarido reveals his identity, but
Rodelinda, ready to sacrifice her reputation to save his life, says he is lying. Grimoaldo
declares that whoever his rival may be he will die and leaves the couple to say their final
goodbye.

INTERMISSION
ACT III

Eduige and Unulfo plan Bertarido’s escape from prison and Eduige wonders if this good
deed can undo her previous crimes. Garibaldo advises Grimoaldo to kill Bertarido right
away, but Grimoaldo hesitates, caught between feelings of fear, suspicion, love, and
remorse.

The imprisoned Bertarido finds a weapon dropped through the bars of his cell. Hearing
someone approaching, he strikes out at the intruder—who turns out to be Unulfo. Though
wounded, Unulfo manages to get Bertarido out by a secret exit. Rodelinda, who arrives
with Eduige to rescue her husband, finds only Unulfo’s bloodstained coat and fears the
worst.
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