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Opera before the Viennese Classical Era

Opera reggiae (staged works) had arisen during the early Baroque era, 
shortly after the turn of the 17th century. Originally it was a lavish 
courtly entertainment with a strong moral component.

As opera evolved—from Monteverdi through the late Baroque 
masterpieces by Handel—it became a vehicle for superstar singers 
whose arias were the audience’s primary interest. Opera houses were to 
be found in most cities. Most opera houses financed their operas through 
lobby casinos. Patrons bought their box and typically showed up every 
night for the season, which usually extended over the winter holidays.

The plots weren’t much concern to anyone.



Opera before the Viennese Classical Era

The typical opera seria (as the genre is now named) consisted of short 
scenes, each beginning with recitative (the “plot” part, with a vocal line 
mimicking the cadences of speech) and ending with an aria, which 
rarely dealt with plot but was instead a meditation on some aspect of the 
scene—meaning that most arias were a bit generic and could be, in fact, 
easily transferred from one opera to another.

The regular patrons didn’t pay a lot of attention to the opera itself: they 
were too busy socializing and people-watching across the parterre at the 
folks in the other boxes. Boxes were equipped with anterooms for the 
servants to provide refreshments, and each box had curtains that could 
be pulled for privacy.





Opera before the Viennese Classical Era

The parterre (main floor) had no seats save a few benches here and 
there. People wandered around in the semi-darkness, talked, bought 
refreshments, and did business of various types—including unsavory 
transactions.



The Opera buffa arrives

Opera buffa was a new development in the Viennese Classical. It was a 
reaction to the typically stuffy and static nature of most opera seriae.

In a buffa, the characters were ordinary human beings—although 
heavily influenced by the Italian comedia dell’arte—who went through 
ordinary and understable problems. Most buffe were similar to the 
screwball comedies of Hollywood in the 1930s.

There was considerably less recitative, the arias were actually 
organically related to the plot, and composers added ensembles, duets, 
trios, and dances by the characters themselves, rather than a ballet 
company just appearing out of the blue—as happened sometimes in 
seria.





The Revolutionary Figaro

The Marriage of Figaro—the quintessential opera buffa—dates from 
just before the French Revolution, in a time of rapid social change. The 
old notions of aristocratic privilege were rapidly disappearing, as 
witnessed by Thomas Jefferson’s 1776 statement that “We hold these 
truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal ...”

In Figaro, the heroes are Count Almaviva’s servants. Kinder, gentler, 
and smarter than their master, they plot with their neglected and abused 
mistress to outwit her aristocratic husband, who stubbornly clutches to 
his arrogant assumptions of superiority.

The fact that Figaro could be performed at all in 1786 bears witness to 
the scope of this social change.



Mythbusting The Marriage of Figaro

Myth: Beaumarchais’s original play was banned from performance in 
Vienna because of its revolutionary implications.

Fact: it was the play’s licentiousness—particularly the character of the 
Countess Almaviva—that was the primary cause of the ban.

A German translation of the play was published in Austria—without any 
cuts.



Mythbusting The Marriage of Figaro

Myth: Mozart wrote the opera secretly, so as to avoid the wrath of the 
Hapsburg court.

Fact: Mozart worked on the opera openly. He had a contract with the 
Burgtheater for Figaro—one that paid him three times his previous 
yearly salary in Salzburg.



Mythbusting The Marriage of Figaro

Myth: The Marriage of Figaro was not particularly successful at its first 
performances in Vienna.

Fact: it was a smash hit. So much so, in fact, that the theater posted a 
sign in the lobby pleading with the patrons to refrain from demanding so 
many encores.



The Marriage of Figaro is the second play in a trilogy by Pierre 
Beaumarchais.

Beaumarchais wrote The Barber of Seville, the first play, in 1773, 
although it was not performed until 1775.



The young Count Almaviva has fallen in love at first sight with a girl 
called Rosine. To ensure that she really loves him and not just his 
money, the Count disguises himself as a poor college student named 
Lindor, and attempts to woo her. His plans are foiled by Rosine’s 
guardian Doctor Bartholo, who keeps her locked up in his house and 
intends to marry her himself. The Count’s luck changes, however, after a 
chance reunion with his ex-servant Figaro, who is currently working as 
a barber. Figaro devises a variety of ways for the Count and Rosine to 
meet and talk, first as Lindor, then as Alonzo, a fellow student of the 
same music master, Bazile. The story culminates in the marriage of the 
Count and Rosine.
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Although The Barber of Seville is today best known through Rossini’s 
sparkling 1816 operatic setting, it was the 1782 opera by Giovanni 
Paisiello that provided the impetus for Mozart and Da Ponte’s great 
opera.

The Paisiello Barber of Seville played in Vienna from 1783 through 
1785.



We hear Rosina’s opening aria. In the Rossini, this is the glorious Una 
voce poco fa. Paisiello’s is a much simpler affair—a lyrical aria in 
numerous stanzas.





The Marriage of Figaro continues the plot of The Barber of Seville 
several years later, and recounts a single “crazy day” in the palace of 
Count Almaviva near Seville, Spain. Rosina is now the Countess; her 
guardian Dr. Bartolo is seeking revenge against Figaro for thwarting his 
plans to marry Rosina himself; and Count Almaviva has degenerated 
from the romantic youth of Barber into a scheming, bullying, skirt-
chasing creep. Having gratefully given Figaro a job as head of his staff, 
he is now persistently trying to bed Figaro’s bride-to-be, Susanna. He 
keeps finding excuses to delay the civil part of the wedding of his two 
servants, which is arranged for this very day. Figaro, Susanna, and the 
Countess conspire to embarrass the Count and expose his scheming.
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Where Beaumarchais’s The Barber of Seville was a sweet comedy that 
raised no eyebrows, The Marriage of Figaro created a public scandal 
when Louis XVI finally allowed a performance in 1784. It was 
described as “indecent merriment, and gross immorality mixed with 
much acrimonous satire.”



Mozart’s Librettist: Lorenzo da Ponte

 Born Emmanuel Conegliano in Venice
 Delectably shady, disreputable character
 Was banished from Venice for dissolute conduct
 Drifted about Europe as a kind of pen-for-hire

 Became the court librettist to Joseph II in the early 1780s
 Wrote three operas with Mozart

 When Joseph II died in 1790, da Ponte had to leave Vienna
 Drifted about yet more

 Wound up in America
 Ran a grocery store in New Jersey
 Became professor of Italian at Columbia University
 Even attempted to launch an opera company, which failed

 Died in 1838 in New York



The stories about Mozart managing to convince a skeptical and reluctant 
Emperor Joseph II to allow him and Da Ponte to create their operatic 
setting seem to originate with Da Ponte’s memoirs, which are more 
entertaining than factual.

Nevertheless, the authors needed to make some changes to 
Beaumarchais’s original play in order to get it past the Viennese censors.

As it turns out, those changes tend to improve, rather than diminish, the 
original. The Marriage of Figaro’s libretto is actually a better stage play, 
in and of itself, than Beaumarchais’s version.



From Play to Opera

Step One: Tone down Figaro



From the original play, Act V:

No, my lord Count, you shan’t have her... you shall not have her! Just 
because you are a great nobleman, you think you are a great genius—
Nobility, fortune, rank, position! How proud they make a man feel! 
What have you done to deserve such advantages? Put yourself to the 
trouble of being born—nothing more. For the rest—a very ordinary 
man! Whereas I, lost among the obscure crowd, have had to deploy 
more knowledge, more calculation and skill merely to survive than has 
sufficed to rule all the provinces of Spain for a century!



But without emasculating him, either.

In Act I, we are reassured that Figaro is, indeed, a passionate and caring 
man who is determined that the Count Almaviva shall not ‘have his 
way’ with his fiancée Susanna. But he’ll act with stealth and guile, using 
his brains.

“If you’re going to dance, my Lord Count, I’ll be playing the guitar for 
you.”





From Play to Opera

Step Two: Clean up Countess Almaviva



In Beaumarchais’s play, Rosina is considerably more interested in the 
young page Cherubino than would be considered proper in the theater of 
the time. She is not just a neglected wife—she’s contemplating some 
dalliances of her own.

In the third play of the trilogy, La mère coupable, Rosina actually has 
Cherubino’s child!



Solution: play up the neglected wife angle and give her a touch of the 
willing martyr.





From Play to Opera

Step Three: Temper Cherubino



Beaumarchais wrote the page Cherubino as a blustery young male with 
raging hormones. But the original production ran into a snag: they 
couldn’t find a teenage male who could handle the part successfully. So 
they cast a woman instead.



That accident of casting gave Mozart and Da Ponte an idea for handling 
Cherubino’s volcanic libido. They wrote Cherubino as a “trouser 
role”—a soprano playing a male. Thus, less blatantly male and more 
comic, Cherubino becomes a wry reminiscence of adolescence and its 
passions.

In Act Two he sings of his tendency to fall in love at the drop of a hat: 
“You ladies who know all about love: is that what I’m suffering from?” 





From Play to Opera

Step Four: Create the Musical Style



Mozart’s score takes the idea of the “crazy day” as its brief. The 
Marriage of Figaro is written almost entirely in the major mode, with 
only the occasional bit of minor for the most dramatic episodes or the 
Spanish dance in Act 3.

The musical numbers—arias, duets, trios, and choruses—tend to be 
short and numerous (10 in the first act alone!), and the recitatives move 
with amazing alacrity.



The Overture sets the scene perfectly. The tempo is ultra fast, there is no 
development section to slow things down, and the transition from the 
primary to secondary theme is deliberately jarring. The overall effect is 
rather like cartoon music—imagine the Road Runner streaking across 
the highways with the Coyote in close pursuit.

Herbert von Karajan conducts the Philharmonia Orchestra (1950)





From Play to Opera

Step Five: Conjure up the Finales



The Finale in Italian comic operas, though strictly connected with the 
other parts of the drama, is a kind of little comedy by itself: it requires a 
distinct plot, and should be particularly interesting: in this part are 
chiefly displayed the genius of a musical composer, and the power of 
the singers; and for this is reserved the most striking effect of the drama.

—Lorenzo da Ponte



Recitativo is entirely excluded from this division of the piece. The 
whole of it is sung, and it must contain every species of melody. The 
adagio, the allegro, the andante, the cantabile, the armonioso, the 
strepitoso, the arcistrepitoso, with which every act commonly ends. 

—Lorenzo da Ponte



Act II Finale

It’s time for the marriage of Figaro and Susanna. But the Count is 
determined that it shall not take place.

Cherubino has been in and out of the Countess’s bedroom (innocently) 
(sort of)—and has escaped by jumping out the window. Unfortunately, 
he broke a flower pot upon landing, and his commission as a soldier (the 
Count’s sneaky method of getting rid of him) has fallen out of his 
pocket in the process. Cherubino is supposed to be with his unit instead 
of hanging around the house.



Act II Finale

The Count has colluded with Marcellina, an older woman who claims 
that Figaro had agreed to marry her as payment for a debt. With her is 
her lawyer Dr. Bartolo, Rosina’s guardian, who is still irked at Figaro 
for helping her marry Almaviva. The slimy Basilio, Rosina’s music 
teacher and devotée of intrigue, tags along as a convenient witness.



Figaro’s master plan: use Cherubino to stoke the Count’s jealousy and 
deflect his attention away from Susanna (and, hopefully, towards the 
Countess.) So far the plan has been working beautifully, but everything 
is just about to unravel.

As the Finale opens, an angry and suspicious Count is certain that 
Cherubino is hiding in the Countess’s bedroom closet. 

The Countess thinks he’s in there, too.

But he’s not ...





Today’s video performances:

Bryn Terfel (Figaro)
Alison Hagley (Susanna)
Rodney Gilfry (Count Almaviva)
Hillevi Martinpelto (Countess)

John Eliot Gardner
English Baroque Soloists

Recorded live at the Théâtre du Châtelet, Paris
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