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    PIERRE BEAUMARCHAIS




    FRENCH PLAYWRIGHT, POET, POLITICIAN AND MUSICIAN




    

      	Born in Paris in 1732.




      	Died in Paris in 1799.




      	

        Notable works:



        

          	
Eugénie (1767), play




          	
The Barber of Seville (1775), 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 After falling victim to censorship and the outdated practices of the Comédie-Française (a prestigious French state theatre), in 1777 he founded the Société des auteurs dramatiques (“Society of Playwrights”),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 MARRIAGE OF FIGARO




    A THOUGHT-PROVOKING WORK OF SOCIAL CRITICISM




    

      	
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: 1784




      	
Themes: nobility, seduction, privilege, fidelity, social class, politics


    




    The five-act prose comedy The Madness of a Day, or the Marriage of Figaro, more commonly known simply as The Marriage of Figaro, was first performed in 1784 and is the sequel to The Barber of Seville (1775). It is set in Spain, at the residence owned by Count Almaviva. In The Barber of Seville, Almaviva had sought his valet Figaro’s help to marry Rosine, who was engaged to the elderly doctor Bartholo. Now, Figaro wants to marry Rosine’s maid Suzanne, but Almaviva is staunchly opposed to this union and does everything in his power to try and stop it.




    Figaro’s irreverent, provocative treatment of his aristocratic master makes The Marriage of Figaro a strikingly political play which foreshadowed the advent of the French Revolution in 1789.


  




  

    SUMMARY




    ACT ONE




    Preparations for Figaro’s wedding are underway. He is set to marry Suzanne who, like him, works for Count Almaviva. Suzanne tells Figaro that Almaviva has made repeated advances towards her in an attempt to assert his droit de seigneur, a controversial feudal right (it allegedly allowed feudal lords to have sex with their female vassals on their wedding nights, but its existence has been called into question by scholars). Figaro therefore needs to find a way out of this situation.




    This is not the only complication that Figaro is facing: he also owes a sizeable sum of money to Marceline, whose advances he previously rejected. Marceline asks the doctor Bartholo for his help and tries to use the debt to have Figaro’s wedding called off. Furthermore, Almaviva postpones the wedding, claiming that he needs more time to prepare the ceremony; in reality, he is still trying to persuade Suzanne to sleep with him. When he becomes convinced that his page Chérubin is courting her, he offers him a distant army posting to get him far away from her.
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