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PREFACE



This guide is aimed at the ordinary opera-goer and opera-lover, usually a busy person who wants to know the essentials of the opera but has little time to grasp them.


It provides key background information to The Barber of Seville, told engagingly by someone who knows the opera intimately.


It is light, easy to read, and entertaining. Relevant information has been carefully selected to enhance your appreciation of Rossini’s work.


It is authoritative, but not dense or academic. It is unburdened with the clutter that can easily be obtained elsewhere. It concentrates on information that it will help you to know in advance.


Read quickly before going to the opera or listening to it at home, you will get the very best out of the performance and have a truly enjoyable experience.


Opera can be a great social occasion. Being knowledgeable and well-informed, you’ll appreciate this magical art-form much more if you read this first.


I hope you enjoy the opera!


Michael Steen














USING THIS EBOOK



A very quick grasp of the opera can be gained by reading the opening section on ‘The opera and its composer’ and the ensuing ‘Who’s who and what’s what’. Further elaboration may be found in the sections entitled ‘The interval: talking points’ and ‘Act by act’.


The footnotes and boxes are an integral part of the information. The reader is encouraged to go to these by clicking on the links.
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ROSSINI’S THE BARBER OF SEVILLE



A SHORT GUIDE TO A GREAT OPERA



The opera and its composer


Who’s who and what’s what


The interval: talking points


Act by act



THE OPERA AND ITS COMPOSER



Rossini’s Il barbiere di Siviglia has been called ‘perhaps the greatest of all comic operas.’ When he selected the story of ‘The Barber of Seville’ for the 1816 carnival season in Rome, he was being particularly brave. This was a well-known story with a great track record. Forty years earlier it had been sketched by the distinguished French playwright Beaumarchais as an informal opera to entertain house-guests in a château. He later developed it into a straight play – so successfully that he was subsequently persuaded to write a sequel about Figaro in love, La folle journée, ou Le mariage de Figaro (1784).


By the time Mozart used this for his opera, an opera about ‘The Barber’ had been composed by the famous Neapolitan composer Paisiello. This had been very popular indeed: it ran every season in Vienna in the mid-1780s.


Paisiello was in his mid-seventies by the time Rossini composed his opera. He was a distinguished, if contentious, figure: when the Bourbon monarchy was restored in Naples in 1815, he was sacked from all his posts; he had backed the wrong side. He had no interest in Rossini having a success.


It was to no avail that, to avoid upsetting him, Rossini changed the title to Almaviva, ossia l’Inutile Precauzione (Almaviva, or the Useless Precaution). The disruption by Paisiello’s supporters of the première in Rome on 20 February 1816 has been called one of the three major operatic fiascos, the others being the 1861 Paris production of Wagner’s Tannhäuser and the first night of Carmen in 1875.


At the première, the part of the Count was taken by the famous tenor Manuel Garcia. Early in Act 1, when Garcia, disguised as ‘Lindoro’, began to serenade Rosina, a string on his guitar broke, so he had to stop and mend it. The derision of the partisan audience increased when Figaro was seen entering with a replacement guitar. Soon after the Count resumed his serenade,1 Rosina urged him on with Segui, o caro (‘Continue, my love, continue’). This caused a further hullabaloo. It was disastrous. At the end of Act 1, Rossini shrugged his shoulders and clapped, an attitude which so annoyed the audience that Act 2 could not be heard for the disruption.


There were other problems that night: apparently the music teacher, Don Basilio, tripped over a trapdoor and had a persistent nosebleed; and a cat – not part of the cast – walked onto the stage and caused havoc.


Rossini’s libretto was reluctantly provided by Cesare Sterbini, a civil servant and dilettante who had supplied him with the libretto for an unsuccessful opera Torvaldo e Dorliska, which Rossini had already composed for that same 1816 carnival season. Sterbini was competent in French, and kept very close to Beaumarchais’s text. He also had the Paisiello opera to use as a model. He delivered his libretto of The Barber in twelve days.2


Rossini was said to have composed his score in a fortnight, although in fact it was more like six weeks. He borrowed (as was the custom) considerably from other works of his. The overture had already been heard in his Elisabetta, Regina d’Inghilterra and that in turn had been borrowed from his Aureliano. The music for Don Basilio’s well-known aria La calunnia came from Rossini’s Sigismondo. The music for the cavatina Ecco ridente had also done service in Aureliano.
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