

  [image: Cover]




  [image: ]




  [image: ]




  

    PIERRE BEAUMARCHAIS




    FRENCH PLAYWRIGHT, POET, POLITICIAN AND MUSICIAN




    

      	Born in Paris in 1732.




      	Died in Paris in 1799.




      	

        Notable works:



        

          	
Eugénie (1767), play




          	
The Marriage of Figaro (1784), play




          	
The Guilty Mother (1792), play


        


      


    




    Pierre-Augustin Caron was born in 1732 and is best known by the surname he later adopted, Beaumarchais, which is derived from “le Bois Marchais”, an area of land that belonged to his wife. He initially followed in the professional footsteps of his father, who was a master watchmaker, before entering Parisian high society in 1759 as a music tutor for the daughters of King Louis XV (1710-1774). He gained a reputation as an incorrigible womaniser during this time, before being made Secretary-Councillor to the King, a position which saw him take on a number of diplomatic responsibilities.




    Beaumarchais’ first real taste of literary success came in 1775, when his play The Barber of Seville was first performed. After falling victim to censorship and the outdated practices of the Comédie-Française (a prestigious French state theatre), in 1777 he founded the Société des auteurs dramatiques (Society of Playwrights), which is generally considered to be the origin of the modern idea of copyright. Beaumarchais died in 1799.


  




  

    THE BARBER OF SEVILLE, OR THE FUTILE PRECAUTION




    A LIVELY ROMANTIC COMEDY




    

      	
Genre: play (comedy)




      	
Reference edition: Beaumarchais, P-A. (1964) The Barber of Seville and The Marriage of Figaro. Trans. Wood, J. London: Penguin.




      	
1st edition: 1775




      	
Themes: friendship, love, trickery, disguises, marriage


    




    It may come as a surprise to learn that the first performance of The Barber of Seville on 23 February 1775 was a resounding failure. However, Beaumarchais spent three days rewriting the play, reducing its length from five acts to four, and a second performance was held on 26 February. This revised version of the play was much more successful.




    The Barber of Seville follows the same dramatic structure as plays such as The School for Wives (1662) by Molière (French playwright, 1622-1673), and tells the story of Count Almaviva, an 18th-century Spanish noble who enlists the help of a barber named Figaro to woo a young woman named Rosine, who is betrothed to her elderly guardian Don Bartholo.




    This romantic comedy is best known for the sparkling wit and humorous wordplay of its dialogue, as well as the numerous comic misunderstandings that ensue due to the many disguises adopted by its characters.


  




  

    SUMMARY




    ACT I




    Count Almaviva leaves Madrid and heads to Seville in search of a young orphan girl named Rosine, with whom he has fallen madly in love. When the Count arrives in Seville, he lingers outside Rosine’s house, where he bumps into his former servant Figaro, who now works as Don Bartholo’s barber and apothecary. Figaro tells Rosine that a suitor is waiting outside, and she drops a page of sheet music for a song called The Futile Precaution out the window with a note hidden inside asking her suitor to tell her his name. The Count quickly picks up the page, while Bartholo searches through the street for it, seething with jealousy.




    Figaro explains the situation to the Count, and describes Don Bartholo, who is a doctor, in less than flattering terms. Figaro also says that he will act as the Count’s accomplice, and suggests that the Count disguise himself as a drunken officer so that he can take advantage of Bartholo’s hospitality and sneak into the house. They then overhear Bartholo talking about a man named Bazile, who is supposed to arrange Rosine and Don Bartholo’s wedding in secret. The Count serenades Rosine, and uses the song to declare his love for her and tell her that his name is Lindor, thus concealing his true identity.




    ACT II




    Figaro talks to Rosine, who asks him to deliver a letter to her suitor after the barber tells her that he is a friend of Lindor’s. Figaro then tries to make it possible for the Count to visit the house by making all of the servants ill, which angers Bartholo. Bartholo also learns that the Count is in Seville through a conversation with Bazile, who advises him to forbid Rosine from seeing any visitors until the next day, when he intends to marry her.
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