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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 Marriage of Figaro, 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 Mozart’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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The opera and its composer
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THE OPERA AND ITS COMPOSER



‘Sheer perfection’ was how Brahms described Mozart’s groundbreaking opera. ‘Never,’ he said, ‘has anything like this been created, not even by Beethoven.’


The première of The Marriage of Figaro took place on 1 May 1786 in the Imperial Court Theatre (the Burgtheater) in Vienna. Mozart was almost halfway through a ten-year period he spent freelancing in Vienna. This followed his dismissal – ‘with a kick on the arse’, as Mozart himself put it – by the chamberlain of the Archbishop of Salzburg, his former employer, who found the young musician totally impossible to manage.


Mozart composed Figaro five and a half years before his death, aged only 35, in late 1791. He was at the height of his career, working so hard that his family back in Salzburg hardly ever heard from him.


At this time, Mozart was enjoying considerable success, particularly from subscription concerts, and living a handsome lifestyle. But, as the chamberlain had warned him, celebrity status was brittle. Mozart’s father was very worried about the powerful cabals ranged against his son. Competition from other composers was intense. Mozart’s popularity would decline. As it waned, fees from operas and foreign touring became an increasingly important source of income. His fee for Figaro, however, amounted to less than one year’s rent of his expensive accommodation.


Figaro was based on a successful but thoroughly disrespectful play, La Folle Journée ou Le Mariage de Figaro, written by Beaumarchais, which had finally been allowed its first public performance in Paris two years earlier.


This play about love in all its guises, good and bad, features an insubordinate valet, a duplicitous noble and a flighty wife. It followed the French playwright’s earlier but less contentious comedy featuring the same characters, Le Barbier de Séville. This had recently been staged extremely successfully as an opera by the celebrated and wealthy Neapolitan composer Giovanni Paisiello (1740–1816).1 It would be a further 30 years until Rossini’s version of The Barber, with which we are today far more familiar.


Mozart had studied more than a hundred libretti before he chose the Beaumarchais play. He then found a librettist in whom he could have confidence. This was Lorenzo da Ponte, who he had met a few years earlier. Da Ponte cut the play considerably but, despite this, the opera was ‘the longest and most complicated one ever staged in the Burgtheater’, and is almost always itself subject to cuts today.


The Viennese première starred, in the title role, the celebrity bass-baritone buffo Francesco Benucci, ‘the greatest of his generation’. In the role of Susanna was his putative lover, the ideal soubrette, the London-born soprano Nancy Storace.2 The Irish baritone Michael Kelly sang both Don Basilio and Don Curzio.


It seems that the opera was at first only moderately successful. Yet by the third performance, there were so many encores that it took almost twice the normal time, and the Emperor Joseph II, the eccentric Habsburg monarch and patron of the arts who had commissioned the opera, had to forbid the encoring, except for solo numbers. But it had a short run, and this may be attributable to the ‘perceived difficulty of Mozart’s music.’ In Prague, however, Figaro fared particularly well and Mozart and his wife were given a wild reception. Mozart wrote to one of his pupils, ‘Here they talk about nothing but Figaro. Nothing is played sung or whistled but Figaro. Certainly a great honour for me!’


Emperor Joseph II supported Mozart’s venture. He was a monarch enlightened before his time, who was ‘bitten by the ambition to become his own theatre director.’ Although himself a very competent musician, Joseph thought Figaro rather heavy. (Famously, he had similarly complained that there were too many notes in Mozart’s Die Entführung.) For us, Figaro is far from heavy, although the details of the plot can be difficult to disentangle. Perhaps it seemed less complex to an audience who would have been familiar with the original plays.


As was normal in opera, the action is moved along by the frequent use of ‘recitatives’, ‘speaking in music’. Even as far back as the 1620s, one composer stressed the importance of arias in breaking up ‘the tediousness of the recitative.’ In Mozart’s hands this is actually an art form, but much of this and its Italian subtlety may be lost on the majority of audiences, so chunks of it are usually cut. Figaro’s arias and ensembles however provide an almost relentless succession of wonderful tunes – ‘each item a miracle,’ as Brahms said – most of which are amongst the most popular classical music today.




The Mozart family was employed in the service of the highly influential Archbishop of Salzburg, the local potentate where Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart was born on 27 January 1756.


From the age of six, he spent much time away on tour. His father Leopold needed to extract, while it lasted, the most value out of his son and daughter Wolfgang and Nannerl, who were both infant prodigies. When Mozart was seven, the family went on a three-and-a-half year European tour to London. Between the ages of thirteen and seventeen, Wolfgang went on three tours to Italy.


As an adult, his father wanted him to get a permanent and secure position, which he never did. He went to Paris in fruitless search of a job, accompanied by his mother, who died there. Later, aged 25, he left Salzburg and fell out with the Archbishop. This did not provide a good basis for his ambition to work as a freelance in the capital of the Habsburg Empire, Vienna. There, the challenge was to distinguish oneself from the many other competing composers. At first, Mozart was successful in this precarious existence.
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