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Des Moines Metro Opera  
106 West Boston Avenue Indianola, Iowa 50125-1836 
 phone 515-961-6221 fax 515-961-8175 w.desmoinesmetroopera.org 
 

 
Greetings! 
 
Des Moines Metro Opera is pleased to again 
partner with Dr. James Cooney in offering these 
offbeat, amusing and informative roadmaps to the 
operas of the 2009 Summer Festival Season! Dr. 
Cooney has captured the essence of these three 
great operas in a way that entertains, educates and 
enlightens.  
 
Many people are involved with the creation of an 
opera production, from the conductor to the singers 
to the backstage technicians, all to create a magical 
experience for you in the theatre. A great deal of 
thought and consideration has gone into each of 
the elements you’ll see and hear on the stage. It is 
our hope that this Guide will help you to appreciate 
and enjoy these works of art, and that it makes your 
experience with us this summer even more 
memorable. 
 
Thank you for showing your interest in these 
Irreverent Guides to Opera, and as always, thank 
you for your continued support of Des Moines 
Metro Opera. 
 
Sincerely yours, 

 
Robert L. Larsen 
Founder and Artistic Director 
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At the invitation of the Des Moines Metro Opera, an Irreverent 

Guide to Enjoying Opera was first created for the company‘s 2008 

Summer Festival. That document incorporated all three productions 

into one volume. For the 2009 Festival, discussions of all three 

productions are again integrated into one document.   

 

Background on the eccentric evolution of the Irreverent Guides 

series is found on pp. 141-142. For the unwary and/or uninitiated 

reader, there are several generic sections common to each of the 

2009 opera discussions. A brief description of the general 

objectives of these sections follows. Therefore, you will know what 

you are getting into, or--- what to avoid!  

 
 In response to long ago whiny whimpers, the section(s) Tersely 

Telling  A Tuneful Tale  was begrudgingly developed as a standard part 

in each Irreverent Guide. In all honesty, it is a seriously stripped-down 

synopsis of our operatic opus and its major musical moments.  

 

These Terse Tales  target two commonly impatient sub-classes of our ribald 

readership: 1. those who have short spans of attention AND/OR 2. those 

who spent their educational years (and probably beyond) insisting they only 

had sufficient time to scan synopses of assigned materials and only  at the 

last moments before a critical confrontation with reality like ―the final 

exam‖ OR later in life, the stockholders‘ meeting or perhaps, --- an operatic 

performance.  

 

Occasionally, a Terse Tale is presented in alliteration.  You ask, why use 

this ancient and somewhat arcane poetic style? Well, it is fun to 

manufacture and judging from its ―rah, rah‖ readership reception, it must be 

fun to read; or maybe we are all a bit weird. Whatever! 

 

Cautionary  Caveats  for our Consumers  
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Why only ―occasional‖ alliteration you ask? Well it all depends on where I 

was the night before composing the copy. That stuff requires a reasonably 

clear head. Capisce?  

 

 Integrated into the Terse Tales section(s) are materials 

highlighting and briefly discussing major musical sections of the opera.  To 

distinguish these musical musings from the Terse Tale  telling, the 

following format styles will be used: 

 

 Musings on the opera‘s musical highlights will be in this font 

type style contained in a      

 

 Each selected musical highlight (aria, ensemble, etc.) will be 

titled with its opening words in the opera‘s original language. 

That will be followed by an approximate English translation.  

 

 Musical (but wordless) interludes (e.g. an overture) will also be 

described in this font style type/grey box format.  

 

 On-stage plot events will alliteratively appear in this font 

type style, but without the benefit of being boxed-in.  

 

 Opera, as any art form is a product of its society and culture at a 

specific point in time. As that temporal point regresses into history, the on-

stage and off-stage circumstances creating the opera frequently vanish into 

an archival dustbin.  

 

We argue that such absence is a loss to the understanding and enjoyment of 

an older piece when heard in contemporary times. Therefore, a 

Background piece has been developed for each of the three operas 

contained in this Guide. Each sets forth, albeit slightly, the sociology and 

perhaps, anthropology of the opera under the microscope.  

 

The Backgrounds are designed to add to your opera viewing pleasure 

through enhancing understanding of how another time, place and 

circumstance probably influenced an artistic product.  Enjoy! 
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Composer: GIACOMO PUCCINI 

 

Librettists: LUIGI ILLICA and  

              GIUSEPPE GIACOSA* 

*Based on Victorien Sardou‟s play LA TOSCA 

 

 

 

 

 

Original Language: ITALIAN 

Première: TEATRO CONSTANZI, ROME 

            January 14, 1900 

Castel Sant‟ Angelo, Roma 

TOSCA 
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A Melodramatic High from a Maturing Composer. Giacomo 

Pucciniôs Tosca differs significantly from some of our other 

Irreverent Guides. First, Pucciniôs ñlittle shocker,ò as Tosca has 

been affectionately dubbed, is jammed full of the seamy side of 

life: murder, suicide, torture, political intrigue, attempted rape and 

illicit passion. As the song says, ñWho could ask for anything 

more?ò  

 

Tosca extends the verismo pathway (raw, real life) established by 

Mascagniôs Cavalleria Rusticana, beyond the peasant class and 

other hoi polloi folks. It spotlights gamey goings-on with hoi oligoi 

such as royalty, government officials, artistes and the church. 

Therefore, it offers to many observers, a unique peek under the tent 

of the rich and powerful. ---think Martha Stewart with church 

bells, vespers and a Napoleonic complex.  

 

Second, the work is not a product of compositional youth and/or a 

first-time effort as were some of our previous subjects.
1
 Pucciniôs 

total operatic output was an even ten.
2
 Tosca emerged in 1900 at 

the halfway point of the maestroôs assembly line. More 

importantly, it followed on the heels of two instantly and 

                                            
1 Nabucco, Macbeth, Samson and Dalila, etc.  
2 Counting as one work, the three one-act operas comprising Il Trittico., 

  Pucciniesque Pursuit Palaver: 
  Switching A Devious Diva‟s Shiv-

Shoving 

      From Speech to Song. 
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internationally acclaimed works: Manon Lescaut and La Boheme. 

While Tosca did not gain the critical acclaim of those two, it holds 

a strong position in public affection.
3
 It is a mature work with the 

composer in full realization of his compositional strengths and 

weaknesses. It also shows Puccini in full command of the product 

of his librettists. 

 

An Internationally Successful Play by an Internationally 

Acclaimed Playwright. As has been observed in previous Guides, 

many operatic librettos were developed from existing books or 

plays --- especially if those sources ranked high in public 

popularity. Tosca was no exception. It was based on an 1887 play, 

La Tosca
4
 by Victorien Sardou (1831-1908). It served as a star 

vehicle for Sarah Bernhardt (as did many of Sardouôs plays) and 

with great success, toured throughout Europe and the US. The 

young Puccini saw an early production of the play (circa 1889), 

was immediately smitten perhaps more by the star that the play, 

and resolved to transform it into an opera.
5
,
6
 The pathway to 

                                            
3 It is claimed to be the fifth most frequently performed opera internationally--- but 

who is counting?.  
4 The use of ―La‖ is Sardou‘s special deference to ―la grande Sarah‖ – she was not just 

a star, she was ―the‖ star (and his principal partner in turning the stage into a money 

machine).  
5 At this point in his career, Puccini had only one mild success (Le Villi – 1884) and one 

failure, Edgar (1889) which he described as a ―cantonata‖ ( ―a blunder‖). Whatever the 

problem with Edgar, it scarcely put Puccini in a serious bargaining position with 

Europe‘s leading playwright for production rights to La Tosca. 
6 Puccini was not a slow learner. Edgar may have been a blunder, but it forever 

sensitized him to the importance of the appropriate libretto for his music and 

triggered frequent open-warfare between the composer and his librettists. Those 

battles, he always won as it was begrudgingly admitted by his publisher (Ricordi) and 

his frequent librettists ( Illica and Giacosa), the composer had an innate genius for 

determining what would play well. Puccini had recognized after the Edgar debacle that 
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discharging that resolve turned out to be more melodramatically 

convoluted than the theatre piece itself----but, thatôs opera! 

 

Pucciniôs impression of Sardou after a long period of professional 

association translates into an arresting left-handed complement, 

ñQuite a fellow, all life and fire, and full of historico-topographico-

panaoramic inexactitudes.ò  However, Sardou was known as a 

writer of carefully researched historical dramas and the author of 

some seventy very successful plays. He ruled the Paris stage and 

was given due deference on many others.
7
  At least one of his other 

plays, Fedora was translated into an opera by Giordano and still 

occasionally appears in the contemporary repertoire.  

 

Sardu, as a culinary honoree. Apart from operatic 

librettos and stage gossip, Sardou‘s lasting contribution to 

our cultural life appears to be Eggs Sardou. This dish was 

created in honor of the author during the height of his 

popularity by the owner of Antoine‘s restaurant in New 

Orleans. It is a spin on Eggs Benedict and involves artichoke 

hearts, ham, anchovies, truffles and hollandaise sauce. 

 

Sardouôs treatment of La Tosca is massive compared to Pucciniôs 

version; it takes Sardou twenty-five major characters and five long 

acts to tell the same tale Puccini did in three acts with only three 

                                                                            
one of the many musical strengths of Verdi was his ability to cover weaknesses in the 

libretto. Puccini also recognized, in parallel, that he did not possess that strength. His 

librettos must be perfect for the music to carry the day. Hence the continual and 

pitched-battles between librettist and composer.  
7 Sardou‘s works have not aged well. Today, he is referred to as the least read among 

modern dramatists. His works almost never are found in production as their 

complexity of arcane detail of very long gone historical events does not play well in 

today‘s theatre.   
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major characters. Along the way, Sardou treats his audience to a 

long exposition on the political intrigues of the Napoleonic era and 

a romantic view of the French Revolution.  

 

His structuring of a play, characteristic of French theatre of that 

period, was referred to as ñla piece bien faiteò / a well-made play.  

The term in its modern usage, especially by George Bernard Shaw, 

is pejorative, as it takes issue with the authorôs continual 

interventions to create the dramatic tension, rather than letting 

ñlifeò set the course.  Fortunately, Puccini and the librettists knew 

what to dump of the Sardou baggage ---but first they had to gain 

the rights.  

 

Oh, what a web we weave---. Pucciniôs resolve to ñhaveò La 

Tosca as an opera subject was more impassioned than pragmatic. 

He ignored that lady of Sardouôs for almost seven years after his 

first Bernhardt-fueled encounter.
8
 To his credit though, after his 

first viewing Puccini did write to his new publisher Ricordi 

suggesting it would make good operatic material. The composer 

then turned his attention to ñother womenò; first to Manon and 

then to Bohemeôs Mimi. Tosca had been in the words of Manon, 

ñseduced and abandoned.ò  

 

Based on Pucciniôs recommendation, Ricordi though did enter into 

negotiations with Sardou for rights to the play. A contract was 

signed in 1891 and a designated librettist (Illica)
9
 began work.  

                                            
8 Bernhardt always performed in French, no matter the language of her audience---

reasoning that her acting was so explicit that she would be clearly understood despite 

a language barrier. Puccini, not a speaker of French at that time of his first Bernhardt 

encounter, seems to bear out the actress‘s belief. He later said, ―I understood few of 

her words, but the emotion of everything!‖  
9 In Puccini‘s career, Illica was the composer‘s most frequent librettist.   
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Apparently Puccini had not totally abandoned Tosca as he did 

present some music for the opera to Sardou. It was not to the 

writerôs liking (Puccini was still without success). Puccini broke 

off that work and went back to Manon
10

 and Mimi.  

 

In 1894, Ricordi contracted with a composer for Tosca: Baron 

Alberto Franchetti, a former classmate of Pucciniôs. Franchetti 

along with Ricordi and Illica went to Paris to review the libretto 

with Sardou. As fate would have it, Verdi was in Paris at that time 

preparing a production of Otello (circa 1895). Verdi joined the 

Sardou session; it is alleged, he was so impressed by the existing 

libretto that he would have taken on the project himself, except for 

his advanced age.   

 

Evidently though, Verdiôs expressed interest was sufficient to send 

Puccini sideling back to Tosca as by 1896, a ñnewò Tosca creative 

team was in place. It included, Illica who had already been 

reducing the massive Sardou epic into a Puccini-sized opera; 

Giacosa, who would translate the Illicaôs text into verse; Puccini 

(hard at work on Boheme); and Ricordi whose principal job was to 

keep the other three from killing each other.
11

  But------- what 

about Franchetti, the original ñcomposerò? There are several 

stories as to how he was ñexitedò from the Tosca scene (pun?), so 

take your pick:  

 

 He found the project too daunting for his compositional 

skills and abandoned it; or--- 

                                            
10 Manon hit the stage in 1893 and made Puccini an international success; four years 

later, Mimi returned the favor. By 1896, Puccini was a major operatic force with which 

to be reckoned.  
11

 Puccini actually did not begin work on the music until 1897 
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 He observed a clash between Puccini and Leoncavallo each 

of whom were composing a La Boheme. Leoncavalloôs never 

made it out of the starting gate of public acclaim under the 

Puccinian assault. Having no stomach for such a battle, 

Franchetti simply abandoned the Tosca field.
12

 Or--- 

 

 13
Franchetti and Illica came to loggerheads over the libretto 

as Puccini became ñtheò major rising star at Ricordi. Puccini 

was increasingly (re) drawn to the melodrama of La Tosca 

especially with its verismo overtones now in high vogue, and 

as a compositional antidote to the bittersweet softness of 

Boheme. 

 

       What the maestro wants, the maestro gets! However, how 

to get rid of Franchetti, blissfully unaware of the Puccini 

factor?  The first thought among the Ricordi conspirators was 

buy him out. No, money wouldnôt work ---- his mother was a 

Rothschild. Finally, Ricordi and Illica hit on the perfect 

scheme: they called Franchetti to a meeting and told him that 

after reflection, they felt that La Tosca was too brutal and 

inflammatory a subject for opera. Franchetti agreed with their 

perspective and gave up his rights. The next day, those rights 

were eagerly given to Puccini with Sardou in full support.
14

  

 

                                            
12 While this is a‖nice‖ story about compositional protocol or perhaps ―common sense,‖ 

it is may be  apocryphal as the dates of both Boheme‘s appearances (Puccini, 1896; 

Leoncavallo, 1897) run against the date  of Franchetti‘s probably Tosca departure.   
13 The most credible reason.  
14 Why not? He was entitled to 15% of the gross result and Puccini by now was a 

certified hit maker. Sardou also did have veto power over the libretto, as shall soon 

be seen. 
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Dumping the Sardou Baggage. Sardouôs La Tosca is a heady 

Francophile brew of real and fictional personages laced into a 

ponderous pageant of royal prerogatives and republican 

egalitarianism. The human story at the core of the play would have 

been lost albeit for Bernhardtôs emotion. Pucciniôs experienced 

librettists
15

 assisted by Ricordiôs mentoring oversight and 

occasional peacemaking forays knew exactly where to prune away 

the Sardouan excesses. While what ended on the cutting room 

floor would provide an informed education on textual differences 

between playable dialogue and singable opera, the basic message is 

that Sardouôs whole historical cavalcade of real and fictional 

personages and events was removed. Left were three major 

characters: Flora Tosca, her lover the painter Mario Cavaradossi 

and their nemesis the Baron Scarpia. When these three are brought 

to life musically, they are a sufficient number and psychologically 

complex enough to create a taut and challenging evening of 

operatic theatre--- a cast of thousands is not necessary.   

 

The on-stage operatic characters however did not emerge from 

fictional whole cloth, but were brought to stage life by Sardou 

partially based on real persons: 

  

 Tosca was an amalgam of several Italian women of the 

period including the soprano  Angelica Catalani; 

 

 Scarpia was thought to be a combination of a renegade 

military leader named Sciarpa famed for his cruelty and feigned 

piety, and a corrupt Sicilian judge, Vincenzo Speciale.  

 

                                            
15 Illica and Giacosa were the major word and poetry architects of four Puccini 

triumphs: Manon, Boheme, Butterfly and Tosca. 
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 Cavaradossi appears to be pure fiction. However Sardou 

did create a credible background for him: French on his motherôs 

side, he was an aristocrat and lived in France during the 

Revolution. He had anti-church, pro-Napoleon republican leanings. 

The portrait he is painting during the course of Act 1 is not the 

result of religious conviction, but a cover to allay suspicions about 

his revolutionary tendencies. Initially, the Puccini librettists turned 

him into a hero of the Italian Risorgimento (yet-to-be).
16

  

Fortunately, Puccini gave not a fig for that movement primarily 

because at the time of Toscaôs creation, that Italian unification 

issue was passé; it had long since been resolved. Mario therefore 

remained fatally attracted to French republicanism, not Italian 

unity.  

 

 Angelotti while a minor character in both the play and 

opera is, in the view of Alfred Hitchcock, the McGuffin
17

--- the 

catalyst (together with his sisterôs fan) that places the whole Tosca 

plot into spin. In real life he appears to have been modeled on 

Angelucci, a consul for the short-lived Roman republic. 

 

Sardou gives Angelotti a considerably more intriguing 

background than the rest of his playôs characters. Several years 

prior to the start of the play, Angelotti had an accidental liaison 

with a lady in a London park. Post-park, it lasted for an extended 

period until he returned to France. Subsequently, she became a 

Lady by virtue of her marriage to Lord Hamilton, and later became 

more notorious as the mistress of Lord Nelson and a confidante of 

Maria Caroline, Queen  of the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies ï more 

                                            
16 Shades of Verdi and Nabucco.   
17 Also acceptably appears as MacGuffin, Macguffin, or Mcguffin. Hitchcock evidently 

was a spelling free spirit.   
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of her later. At the time of the playôs action,  Lord Nelson and 

Lady Hamilton are with the Kingôs court in Naples. They are 

awaiting Scarpiaôs delivery to them of Angelotti for hanging as a 

republican and as pay-back time for the Ladyôs London dalliance 

time. Hence Scarpiaôs distress when Angelotti goes missing.  

 Prisoner Palmieri is used by Scarpia as a red herring for 

Cavaradossiôs feigned or perhaps not so feigned execution. 

Palmieri did exist in real life; his execution was not feigned.  

 

That woman must die! Despite assigning rights to Ricordi and 

Puccini for his play, Sardou still retained an immense degree of 

control over the surgical efforts of the Tosca-team. As such, it was 

periodically necessary for the creative personnel to visit at the feet 

of the Parisian master playwright to secure his continued blessing. 

Despite the massiveness of the excisions, opera relationships with 

Sardou were pleasant and productive--- with one climatic 

exception.  

 

Toscaôs suicide ends the play. However, Puccini conceived along 

with the librettists a very different operatic ending. The lady 

becomes unhinged by her loverôs actual execution and what the 

proposed would operatically ensue, is a mad scene par excellence.  

The scene actually exists in sketch text and partial music. It 

portrays Tosca on first viewing Marioôs body, as re-imagining her 

murder of Scarpia, then imaging herself in a Venetian gondola 

where she is protecting the wounded body of Mario from creatures 

attempting to drag him out of the boat. The scene ends with Tosca 

pleading for quiet, so her dead lover can rest as the curtain falls.  

 

Sardouôs response to that scenario was, ñThe woman must die!ò 

And die she did!  The power of a successful playwright versus a 



22 
 

composer just coming into his clout!  However, the world cheated 

of a Puccinan mad scene!  

 

What is really going on here? With the extensive Sardou 

background removed, the remaining characters perhaps seem to the 

novice audience,  somewhat buffeted by forces without reason. To 

help understand the urgency and high consequence of the action, 

the following ñcheatò scenario is offered.  

 

In 1797, three years prior to the very specific time and action of the 

opera, a struggle for the possession of Rome began between the 

French (think Napoleon) on one side. and almost everyone else on 

the other.
18

 In the ensuing back and forth, the Pope (Pius VI) was 

captured by the French and died in prison. The operaôs action takes 

place in this Roman period without a pope (sede vacante) . A new 

pope would arrive in the city two weeks after the close of the 

opera.  

  

While the French held Rome by their fingernails (with Angelotti 

holding forth as Consul), Lord Nelson trounced Napoleon at the 

Battle of the Nile. The Lord then turned his attention to stiffening 

up the spine of the ruling monarchs
19

 in order to motivate them to 

attack the French on the Italian peninsula.  

                                            
18In addition to the tenuous republican hold in Rome, two other embryonic republics 

simultaneously existed in Italy: the Cisalpine and the Parthenopean. Their appearance on 

the pages of history was so brief as to make it not worthwhile to even commit their 

labels to memory. 
19 The monarchs at that time were Ferdinand IV (King of Naples and Sicily, a.k.a. 

Kingdom of the Two Sicilies) and Maria Carolina. Both monarchs were descended from 

the former Bourbon dynasty of the French but were very pro-British. Maria Carolina 

especially had an axe (Beware! Pun approaching) to grind with the French; she was a 
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King Ferdinandôs forte seemed to be hunting and making children. 

The Queen saw to it that he was kept busy with those two hobbies, 

while she tended the empire with the strong guidance of Lord 

Nelson. Ferdinand had been urged to march on Rome, but he (tru-

to-form) ended up fleeing from Italy to Sicily. It was during this 

evacuation that the brief life of Italian republics occurred, but 

unfortunately the Queen took very good notes on who was 

supporting whom.  

 

The Bourbons made a successful counter-offensive in 1799 and at 

the time of the opera are back in control of Rome and Naples. The 

new Pope exists, but is under Austrian protection hiding in Venice. 

As the Bourbons reestablished their power base, the Queen 

launched bloody reprisals with the able assistance of the Baron 

Scarpia counterpart. This is the Queen before whom Tosca appears 

in the Act II cantata.  Tosca also threatens Scarpia to appeal to the 

Queen to save Mario. The ever-ready Baron points out that in 

reference to that threat. Mario would be toast before Tosca could 

toddle towards the throne.  

 

The opera begins very specifically at late morning on June 17, 

1800 (the Angelus rings shortly after the curtain rises). Three days 

prior (Saturday June 14) Baron Michael Melas, an Austrian general 

had confronted the Napoleonic army at Marengo in northern Italy. 

During the course of Act I, the Sacristan brings the erroneous news 

of Bonaparteôs defeat in that battle. That news triggers both the 

celebrating of a Te Deum that closes the first act and the occasion 

of the Act II cantata honoring Baron Melas as an alleged hero and 

featuring Tosca as soloist. It is only later during Act II that the 

                                                                            
daughter of Maria Theresa of Austria and a sister of Marie Antoinette, the late Queen 

of France.  
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correct news arrives announcing a Napoleonic victory causing 

Marioôs unfortunate outburst of patriotic fervor and his subsequent 

death sentence.  

 

In any event, all this coming and going is resolved in the early 

hours of the next morning (June 18) with all major participants 

ending up quite dead, but by varied means. Unfortunately, all this 

turned out to be an expansion of useless energy. By the time 

Napoleon gained Rome, he had abandoned all his republican ideals 

and was squarely in the house of royalty. Ironically, had 

Cavaradossi and Angelotti stuck to their own royalist kind, they all 

could have sailed happily off in a gondola, into a Venetian sunset 

with Tosca in tow.
20

   

 

 
 

                                            
20 Pun intended.  
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Bombs, Pizza and Puccini. 

 
At the time of the Tosca premiere (1900), violent Italian times had not 

diminished much in the 100 years since the opera‘s actual events. 

Bomb-throwing was a frequent attention-getting Italian sport. Enough 

so that on evening of the premiere, the conductor was instructed by 

the police than in the case of a bomb, he should promptly play the 

national anthem.  Immediately after the opera‘s ―menacing chords‖ 

introduction there was a cry from the audience to stop the 

performance. The already shaky conductor fearing the worst, launched 

into the national anthem.  

 

History later reports there was such a crush of persons in the streets 

trying to get into the opera house, that the  outcry was actually  an 

appeal for those yet to be admitted --- let them be seated first and 

then we‘ll sing!  For the record, no bomb appeared--- even on-stage.  

 

The whole operatic premiere melee was presided over from the royal 

box by Queen (of Italy) Margherita. Her husband Umberto I a 

frequent target of assassination, prudently stayed home than evening; 

Margherita was known as the ―cooler‖ member of the duo anyway--- 

the King fought a lot of duels.  

 

Margherita was also noted for popularizing pizza (then, a Naples 

tomato pie specialty) among Italians and to the world beyond--- she is 

alleged to have added the cheese. She was a closeted pizza eater until 

accidentally exposed by the royal baker. It seems to be that her 

historical lot comes down to being remembered as the ―Pizza Queen.‖ 

So the next time you indulge, raise your slice to Queen Margherita.  
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Finally, the Opera! 
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* In more dignified documents, a.k.a. the Cast, 

  

 Floria Tosca (soprano). A celebrated Roman singer 

gifted not only with a great voice, but poor judgment and a 

volatile, jealous personality. A bad and ultimately fatal 

combination. 

 

 Mario Cavaradossi (tenor).Our ―hero‖. He and Tosca 

have a thing for each other. Of French descent, he is 

masquerading in Rome as a painter (portraits, not houses). 

Under that masque, he is championing the Napoleonic brand of 

republicanism.  As things fatally turn out, he does both badly.  

 

 Baron Sarpia (baritone).Our ―villain.‖ Part-time chief 

of police for the Royal Court in Rome and full-time libertine.  

As things fatally turn out for him, he also does both badly. 

 

 Cesare Angelotti (bass).The ―McGuffin‖ guy. His major 

function is to set Tosca‘s overheated operatic plot in motion.  

A former Consul of the short-lived Roman Republic, he is on 

Who are these Raging Romans,  

Reveling in Multifarious Mayhem 

 and Melody?* 

 

*** 
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the lam from prison and the Baron. He fatally only succeeds at 

one. 

 
 The Sacristan (baritone). Basically, the priest in 

charge of sanitary engineering (a.k.a. janitor) at Rome‘s 

Sant‘Andrea‘s Church. Also, the opera‘s semi-comic relief.  

 

 Numerous others including but not limited to--- the 

Baron‘s inept enforcers, an off-stage boy soprano shepherd, a 

semi-corrupt jailor and a large, lusty-voiced chorus of diverse 

Romans. 
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Time. Generally, during the European expansion phase of Napoleon‘s 

territorial intentions, not to mention his philosophical flip-flop from 

republicanism to imperialism.  

 

          Specifically, Beginning three days after the June 14, 180021 

Battle of Marengo.22 The opera starts at about noon the morning of 

June 17 and ends shortly after dawn the next morning, June 18,  

 

Setting. Generally, Rome (as in Italy) at a very specific point in its 

history where it was known as a ―lawless place.‖ The Pope had fled 

and was hiding in Venice; anti-Napoleonic royalists in semi-control, 

were happily-bloodily stomping out the opposition at every 

opportunity.  

    

 

 

 

 

                                            
21 It was not just coincidence that Tosca premiered exactly one hundred years after 

the actual events underlying the opera: the false Bourbon victory at the Battle of 

Marengo. It is postulated that Puccini planned it that way.  
22 A Napoleonic victory, falsely reported as a defeat. 

Tersely Telling a Tuneful Tale 

Mingled with Minute Memos Mentioning 

Memorable Musical Moments. 
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The Plot and Other Miscellany. 

 

Tosca‟s Tuneful Trio of Menace.   

The action begins in the orchestra with three slashing, menacing chords. 

These, a musicologist tells us are used some twenty-seven times during 

the course of the opera both as a theme of the Baron Scarpia and/or a 

talisman of his menace to the entire enterprise. Even after his murder, the 

theme predominates as a not-so-subtle reminder that the evil men do, 

lives after them.  

 

Act 1: Close to noon in the Church of Sant‘Andrea        

della Valle.23 

 

 At the first crash of those three Puccinian chords, the curtain 

gets out of the way of an escaped political prisoner (Angelotti) 

dashing furtively24 onto our set, the nave of a Roman church. He 

locates in a basket, the key to a side chapel and a convenient disguise 

all hidden there by his sister, He then skulks into the side chapel, 

which coincidently is one his family built.  

 Hot on the prisoner‘ heels but unaware of our skulking escapee, 

the Church‘s janitor-Sacristan bustles on stage complaining that the 

Church‘s in-residence artist and our hero (Mario), has not eaten his 

lunch-- also conveniently left in another basket.25  

 The Angelus bells ring and there is a pause in the complaining 

for prayerful penance on the parquet.  

                                            
23 The Church itself is a very real part of the Roman religious scene; its dome after 

St. Peter‘s, is the largest in the city. The Angelotti family and their Attavanti chapel, 

an Act I component of the Church, are fictional but quite functional as the plot rolls 

into motion.  
24 It is possible!  
25 Keep your eye on these baskets. Their movements contribute considerable chaos--- 

depending on your political affiliation.  
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 Then, in blustering tenor style, our hero makes his entrance. 

He explains, as Italian tenors are wont to do, about the Church 

picture he has been painting.26 He has used as his model, a woman 

who frequently prays in the Church. She does not know she has been 

his model, but that is ok because he does not know that when she is 

not modeling, she hides baskets with keys and disguises.  

 

Recondita armonia / Oh hidden harmony of contrasting beauties— 

As our hero works on his portrait, he musically muses that through art he has 

been able to combine the desirability of his lover, Tosca with the beauty of 

an unknown woman. The Sacristan periodically adds his more religious 

observations to those of Cavaradossi, which he views as ñlust.ò 

 

 The tenor‘s musical story-telling goes on so long that the 

janitor clears out for lunch and the furtive prisoner (in the chapel, 

remember) comes back on thinking the stage is his alone.  

 The furtive, fugitive guy and the painter/hero recognize each 

other as fellow spies in a common pro-Napoleon cause.27 Their 

reunion and remembrances of 007 escapades past is cut short by the 

arrival of our heroine (Tosca)28 demanding entrance to the Church.  

 The prisoner-pal is promptly pushed back into his chapel 

concealment, but since he is in need of nourishment, the basket with 

                                            
26 The subject is Mary Magdalene.  
27 In the surgical excision of the Sardou gilding, some details of logic are operatically 

obscured. One of them is, are Angelotti and Cavaradossi old friends or just old spies? 

The play is quite clear, yes; the opera less so. In addition, everybody in town seems to 

recognize Angelotti‘s sister in the Magdalene painting except Mario. Such an oversight 

can prove fatal and does.   
28

 It is a small but interesting characteristic of Puccini that he introduces many of his 

major female characters vocally off-stage before they physically appear on stage: 

Mimi, Tosca, Butterfly and Minnie. In the case of Turandot, the process is reversed--- 

she is seen long before she is heard.  
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bread and brie becomes his concealment chow since he isn‘t calorie 

counting.      

 Unfortunately, the Church doors are latched, so our diva 

decides that our hero is having some off-altar hanky-panky with 

another woman. Mario manfully braces himself for a barrage of diva 

demeanor and, lets her in.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Our temperamental Tosca is perfectly pacified by her 

portrait painter‘s performance, but then she gets a peek at the 

portrait. Boy, our heroine is off on another jealousy jag! She knows 

that dame!29 However, our guy knows his nasal notes will neutralize 

the dawning of the diva‘s nascent nastiness. So, he sings (again)! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 The hero‘s hormonal-hyped harmonies make our heroine 

happy, happy, happy! So, she lovingly leaves her lover for the cantata 

gig.30  

 However in her parting, she does pause at the portico to 

postulate one p.s. --- make the portrait‘s eyes, dark, like Tosca‘s! 

                                            
29 She is the Marchesa Attavanti, the sister of Angelotti. Tosca has sipped soup with 

her!   
30 Another missing detail. At this point in Act I, the cantata ―to be sung‖ will celebrate 

the supposed Marengo victory that has yet to be announced. The Sacristan will spill 

those beans albeit, shortly. Oops? 

Quale acchio al mondo puo star di paro /  

What eyes in the world can compare---? 
This hero guy as we will find out, is not too bright when he speaks, but when 

he sings--- Mamma mia! Needless to say, his song down peddles our divaôs  

destructive demeanor.  

Non la sospiri casetta / Do you not long for our little house? 
Tosca enters full of jealousy and theatrical tricks. What ensues though is a 

long, lovely Puccini duet. In it, the lovers kiss and make up (eventually) and 

then, plan their eveningôs rendezvous at Marioôs villa (la nostra casetta) after 

Toscaôs palace performance in a cantata for the Queen.  
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 With her gone, our portrait painter‘s next problem is that the 

fugitive is discovered to be missing from the local hoosegow. A drag-

net is thrown up, but our hero grabs the fugitive and they make a 

dash for the hero‘s villa outside of town.  

 They are no sooner off-stage when our villain enters announced 

as always, by his menacing music trio.31 He is really evil, but very 

clever in a Sherlock Holmes kinda way. With all those baskets and 

keys etc., he adds two and two and gets right to four! He knows our 

hero is his ―bad guy‖, but one that will lead him to the fugitive---- 

and the diva will lead him to the hero! He also has designs on the 

diva, but that comes later.  

 He instructs his inept enforcers to follow our Flora on her 

flight to have a fight with her fancy fellow. (Flora‘s fury has been 

fueled by that baleful Baron who told our Tosca an untruthful tale 

that Mario‘s messing with a Miss in his Roman hills hideaway.) When 

the inept enforcers finish following, they will find the fellow and his 

friend the fugitive.    

 At any rate, all the coming and going and intrigue and 

jealousy are speedily displaced by a massive Te Deum sung on-stage 

by at least half of Rome.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                            
31 The musical theatrical spontaneity of Scarpia‘s appearance parallels that of Otello‘s 

final operatic appearance in Desdemona‘s bedroom.   

Te Deum laudamus---. / Praise  to God---.  
 

During this final sequence of the Act, the Church begins to fill with 

celebrants for the Te Deum. It offers to the stage director and his ñvision,ò a 

moment of very operatic operaðbudget permitting.  

In addition to throngs of celebrants from all walks of life, cannon begin to 

boom in the background accompanied by church bells. By the end of the 

scene, the entire mélange has built to an explosive climax----and, that is 

GRAND opera!   
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 In the middle the religious rhapsodizing, the villain‘s wits 

begin to wander towards a torrid tussle with Tosca sometime soon! 

 

 

 

 

  

 Curtain down. Off to the wine bar  

 

Act II. Baron Scarpia‘s business and social suite in  

Rome‘s Farnese Palace.32 Early evening of June 17. 

 

 As the menacing musical trio triggers the Act II traffic. 

Scarpia is seen shoveling down a soufflé. Carcophony33 from Queen 

Carolina‘s celebration wanders in through a wide-open window.  

 Even though Tosca is tardy for the cantata gig and the 

Baron‘s boys are not back from their trek thru the Roman hills, the 

Baron contemplates a torrid post-canata tussle with Tosca. 

 

 

                                            
32 The Palace, one of Rome‘s major Renaissance landmarks, was originally designed by 

Sangallo an assistant architect on St. Peter‘s; Michaelangelo was subsequently 

recruited to redesign and finish the Palace. Construction began in the early 16th 

century financed by a cardinal (later Pope Paul III) of the Farnase family. The 

Bourbon Kings of Naples later inherited the property from the Farnese. Hence its use 

by Scarpia in the opera. It is currently still in use as the French embassy in Rome.    
33 The first music heard is actually a gavotte by Puccini‘s brother. Nepotism is nice! 

Later, when the cantata begins Tosca‘s voice will be heard.  

In the play, the famous 18th century Italian composer Paisiello is a character. The 

cantata to be sung was one he had written. For the opera, Puccini substituted some 

minor work of his own in place of Paisiello‘s piece. Paisiello had operatically lost out 

before as he was the composer of The Barber of Seville which proceeded Rossini‘s 

version by many years. Parsiello‘s was internationally popular until Rossini‘s hit the 

boards. It has seldom been heard from since. See p. 91 for more Paisiello palaver.  

Va, Tosca / Go, Tosca. 

The villainôs vaguely pornographic playfulness is a powerful piece. 

However, suddenly realizing where he is, he kneels singing, ñTosca, you 

make me forget God,ò as the chorus intones the final lines of the Te Deum . 
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 Scarpia knows the singer will show to sing, so he sends her an 

urgent invite to join him in a secluded soiree when she has quit the 

cantata‘s cacophony.  Little does he know that that tete-a-tete will 

quickly cause his quietus. Cool! 

 Well, next thing we know, the Baron‘s bumblers are back with 

Caravadossi in cuffs ‗cause of a bad attitude; his companion is still 

concealed in the countryside casa. 

 Our hero will not honor up to where he has hid his James Bond 

buddy. So, our Scarpia shouts to his servile servants, ―Squeeze out 

his secrets!‖  

 So that these Farnese fellows can facilitate finding their 

fugitive, terrible torture is turned onto our taciturn hero.  

Unfortunately Tosca, whose timing is never terrific, toddles in just 

in time to hear (but not see) our hero‘s hollars!  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 The hero does not sing34, but the diva does--- telling one and 

all the fugitive is well hidden in a well at the hero‘s villa. Damn!35  

                                            
34 Pun intended.  

Ella verra per amor del suo Mario! / 

She will come for her love of Mario! 

The Baron with disturbing delight, fantasizes about his coming forced 

conquest of the singer. ñ---the violent conquest has stronger relish than the 

soft surrender.ò Yuck! 

 

 

Orsu, Tosca pariate, / Come Tosca, speak! 

This sequence is probably one of the most psychologically chilling events 

on an opera stage. The voices contrast:: Scarpia alternatively silkily 

smooth and threatening; Tosca pleading for her lover and rising to near 

hysteria; and, Mario alternatively crying out in pain and warning Tosca to 

remain silent.  

The orchestra underscores the actual torture--- a spiked steel band being 

tightened around our heroôs head. 
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 Via one of the Baron‘s servile staff, the on-stage operatic 

operatives are notified that Napoleon was not nuked, it was Melas! 

That provokes our hero to a poorly-timed and really loud 

proclamation of Napoleonic support. Needless to say, that gets him 

condemned by our villain, to be swung from a scaffold. .  

 Our heroine knows the villain has a price for her lover‘s 

release. She is smart that way and right. However, it is her on his 

auction block.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Our heroine knows she has been had; caught in a catch-22, 

she concedes. However, she considers her conundrum‘s consequences 

in one of the most magnificent arias in Opryland.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                            
35 Another of those little libretto inconsistencies. Earlier, Mario has said that he tells 

Tosca nothing of his ―work.‖ She tends to be a tell-all. Yet, as he is being bundled off 

to be tortured he signals her to say nothing. In the end, it turn out she knows the big 

secret of the well. Oh well!  

Se la giurata fede / I want other recompense.  

This grippingly dramatic musical and physical confrontation between Tosca 

and Scarpia reaches its vocal and violence apex in a near rape.  It also in its 

exposition has one of those accidentally great opera one-liners. Tosca starts 

the pairôs combative encounter with the word, ñQuanto?ò (How much?).    

Scarpia responds with an appropriate villainous laugh, that he never takes 

money from women; he has something else in mind.  

Vissi d‟arte, vissi d‟amore / I lived for art, I lived for love.  

This Puccinian gift to the soprano repertoire is, at its essence, a ñpoor little 

meò lament by Tosca. ñI have been so good all my life, why am I in such a 

mess now?ò 

Puccini did not like the aria as he felt it slowed down the action. It does 

however provide a welcome release from the tension of the previous 

confrontation(s).  One suspects though, sopranos would kill before 

canceling the aria.   

Because of the rough stuff between Scarpia and Tosca immediately before 

the aria, sopranos frequently begin the piece from a prone position on the 

floor.  An added touch of vocal skill ñshow-off.ò You go for it girl! 
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 If things were not miserable enough, a mealy-mouthed minion 

marches on and makes is known that our fugitive fellow‘s been felled 

by unfriendly fire--- done dead while wallowing in the well.  

 Our Baron bellows, ―Hang that damp republican shill anyway!‖ 

Scarpia sure knows how to hold a grudge.  

 When queried what to do with his companion-in-crime (our 

hero) who is not in a well, but not well, there is a pregnant pause in 

the proceedings.  

 It‘s Tosca‘s turn to tout her terms.  ―Make me an offer I can‘t 

refuse,‖ the Baron barks!  

 The diva declaims her desired details and the Baron buys 

blithely in.  

 The terms worked out? The bad guy Baron mandates Mario‘s  

―mock‖ execution and gives our gal (and her guy) a safe conduct pass 

out of town. 

 What‘s Tosca‘s ―quid pro quo‖ for her tormenter  you inquire? 

If you have to ask, either you have not been paying close attention or 

you are far too young to be at this opera. Name your poison! 

 Let the buyer beware! As our villain moves in for his 

contractual conquest, the lyrical lady plants a table knife into his 

chest---- remember, he was at dinner when all this started.  

 Her lethal thrust is delivered along with another great one-

liner: ―This is Tosca‘s kiss!‖ (Questo e il bacio di Tosca!).  

 Adding insult to injury,36 our lyrical lady luxuriates in watching 

the Baron‘s bloody bye-bye. ―Is your blood choking you? Die! die! 

Die!,‖ she happily hisses. 

 (Now until the Act‘s curtain, we have no more words, just 

Puccini‘s soft, sinister and characteristic chords coupled with some 

terrific, traditional stage action.) 

 

                                            
36 Puns definitely intended!  
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Act II Finale 

(All music, no words) 

The music undergirding this action combines melodic lines from the opera, 

but rescored to accentuate the rather grisly, sinister stage business. The overall 

atmosphere is one of edge-of-your-seat evil expectations.  

When Scarpia has expired in true operatic fashion, Tosca moves in for the 

clean up. Ever the diva, she checks herself out in the mirror re-arranging her 

hair; rinsing the blood off her hands etc.  

With a great theatrical touch, she places the candles from the table on either 

side of Scarpiaôs body; removes a crucifix from the wall and places it on his 

chest.  

She then steps back and views her handwork, observing sarcastically, ñE 

avanti a lui tremava tuta Roma!ò (ñ--and before him, all of Rome trembledò).  

She looks for the pass and finds it still in the Baronôs now dead hand. She 

removes it (delicately) and then herself from the room. 

Bernhardt is alleged to have requested the costume designer to construct an 

extra long-train for her gown in this scene. The purpose being, when the 

actress left the stage, the gown would follow her at some distance sinuously---  

like a snake. 

   

 Wine bar interlude! 

 

Act III. 

Shortly before dawn, June 18 on the platform roof of Castel 

Sant‟Angelo,37 just below the great bronze statue of St. Michael 

the Archangel.38  

                                            
37 The Castel on the banks of the Tiber, was built early in the 2nd century A.D. by the 

Emperor Hadrian as his family mausoleum. It continued as a lavish burial chamber for 

Roman emperors and their families until the 5th century when it was trashed during 

one of the frequent sackings of Rome by the Goths et. al. The Castel became property 

of the Catholic Church and an early pope turned it into a fortress with a connecting 

underground passage to the Vatican. Subsequently, it became a prison, its use during 

the opera.   Today it is a museum and one of Rome‘s penultimate landmarks.  
38 Depending on the ―vision‘ of the set designer, the Basilica of St. Peter‘s and the 

Vatican Palace can often be seen behind the Castel. 
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 Belying the bloodshed and other such stuff that will soon be 

seen, the Act begins in a peaceful pastoral mode. The bells of Rome‘s 

churches chime in a call to morning prayers;39 a shepherd boy tending 

sheep in a meadow behind the Castel, sings of his spurned offer of 

young love.  

 Our hero down to his last hour is penning some prose to his diva 

doll. Puccini in this morose moment, gifts this guy and other 

Italianate tenors, a terrific tune.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  As the tenor‘s tears terminate, Tosca rushes onto the roof. 

―Great news: The Baron is now bye-bye because I butchered him just 

after he gave us a free pass to Pisa, Palermo and all those pretty 

places.‖40 

 ―Best of all though, big boy, your execution will not be fatally 

executed. The fatal firing will be faked!‖ Sure!41 

 

                                                                            
 

39
 Puccini ever the stickler for authenticity is alleged to have requested of the 

Vatican, the exact musical pitch of St. Peter‘s bells for this scene. They did comply. 

That‘s clout! 
40 Actually she sings/says they have a super stateroom on a ship that will take them 

out to sea and safety! Unfortunately, that announcement does not arrange well in 

alliteration. So, a bit of artistic license.  
41 Opera folks get exercised about some of the darndest things. Here is a case in 

point: an on-going debate among tenors who play Caravadossi is, does Mario believe 

Scarpia has out-foxed Tosca; the execution will not be a sham? The weight of ―tenor-

ite‖ opinion over the years has been only Tosca does not know what the bang! bang! 

outcome will really be. Everyone else has Scarpia figured out.    

E lucevan le stele ed olezzava/  

And the stars shone and the earth was perfumed. 
In the aria, Mario recalls his love for Tosca. He has wasted so much of his 

life and now---this is the end! His memories eventually overcome his music 

and the piece ends as he dissolves in typical Italian tenor sobs. Great music 

though and a perennial concert hall favorite.   
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 Now, let us cut to the chase. The ―fake‖ firing folks fatally 

finish our tenor. Body count so far: the republican James Bond now 

dripping dry on a gibbet; the villain already also quite dead with his 

head in the haricots verts; and, our hero stretched out on the stones 

with a really surprised look on his face. 

 The Baron‘s buddies have now found that the Baron has bled 

out into the bouillabaisse. Those Bourbon bumpkins therefore come 

to drag our diva into durance vile.  

 However, she has been doing wind sprints seriously so she can 

winsomely win next month‘s Mafia Memorial Marathon. Consequently, 

she cuts quicker than these pathetic police, to the prison parapet.  

 As Tosca terminally tumbles herself towards the Tiber, she 

vengefully and voluminously vows to meet our villain before God!  

(O Scarpia, avanti a Dio!).  

 WOW!  That is what I call an ―exit line.‖ Almost better than 

that clownish killer Canio‘s  ―La commedia è finita!‖42  

 

                                            
42 As in Pagliacci 

O dolci mani mansuete e pure /  

Oh sweet hands pure and gentle. 

Puccini puts forth this one final florid flourish for our doomed duo. A 

musical quid pro quo if you will, for their trials and tribulations with the  

baleful Baron even as he passed into Perdition, masticating Meatballs 

Milianase!   

In this lovely duet, our hero cannot believe his diva done in the bad guy. He 

probably is saying to himself, ñBetter be careful big boy, this singer would 

slice you into salami if you ever slip up!ò She in turn says, ñForget it! 

Weôre going on a world cruise. --- but watch your back!ò      



41 
 

 

 

 

 

 
Titillating Talk  about  

Toscaõs Termination. 

 
Toscaôs last scene, probably because it involves blank ammunition and 

sopranos flinging their often ample selves into open space, seems to 

collect a great number of classic mishaps, more so than other operas.   

 

One well known gaff has the tenor actually being shot (messily, but not 

seriously) by a misplaced blank. The soprano in viewing the ñcorpseò 

discovered real blood and promptly fainted sans suicide.  Tenors seem to 

be nicked frequently with errant blanks; frequently enough to make you 

wonder were those blanks really errant? Soprano pay-back time or 

possibly criticsô revenge? 

  

We have seen truly fearless sopranos literally thrown themselves off 

parapets very high above the stage floor ï that is great faith in feather 

pillows. As an alternative however, one Tosca was observed at Convent 

Garden folding herself into what appeared to be a very small Otis 

elevator and slowly descending out of sight into Perdition.  

 

The classic exit though has to be the happily unnamed soprano who 

stagehands thought to do a favor. They substituted a trampoline for the 

usual mattresses. Unfortunately, as she hit the trampoline, she escaped 

their clutches.  Before she was brought to earth, she bounced back above 

the parapet----- multiple times in full view of the audience.  

 

A tired stage manager inadvertently provided a memorable finale. When 

asked by the supernumeraries how to exit the final scene after chasing 

Tosca into space, the manager thoughtlessly responded, ñFollow the 

principal off the stage.ò They quite literally did so, treating the audience 

to the spectacle of a mass suicide orchestrated by Puccini.  

Well, why not? 
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   A ROMANTIC OPERA IN THREE ACTS  

 

 

 
 

 

  Carl Maria  von  Weberôs  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  DIE     

FREISCHÜTZ *  
* For the truth about the translation trauma of this title, 

      turn the  page.   
 

 Libretto:  

 Friedrich Kind  

  (based  on Gothic legend and 
   a story by Johann August and 
   Friederich Laun.) 

 
 
 
 

 

 

Original Language : GERMAN  

 

Premiere: BERLIN, June 18, 1821  

 

 

 

 

A Romantic Opera in Three Acts.  
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Translation Trauma: 

DIE FREISCHÜTZ  

 

 

 

 

German is a remarkably economic language. As needs for new words ―auf 

deutsch‖ develop, they are often built by compounding already existing 

words. Frequently, those compounded words do not make much literal sense 

in translation; so, you just learn what they mean in everyday usage. ―Die 

Freischütz‖ is a case in point.  

 

Literally translated, the phrase means the free43 (frei) contactor44 (schütz). 

Doesn‘t make much sense, unless you perhaps are looking for a really cheap 

electrician.45  

 

In truth, the phrase does not translate into English, at least in terms of its 

true conversational meaning. It originated in a German legend about a 

poacher (Wieldieb) who used free bullets (Freikugein) that could not miss 

their intended target because they were magical (Zauber). The magic had 

evolved from an evil source because the poacher had a pact with the devil: a 

blue ribbon for the poacher and in exchange, a soul for the devil.46  

 

Most cultures have their folk tales and legends. As individuals grow up in 

those cultures, they internalize the tales. Their titles become shorthand for 

a whole story (e.g. Little Red Riding Hood). Such is the case of Der 

Freischütz. So, don‘t worry about its translation. Think of it as a proper 

noun, not a common one and know it represents a folk tale about 

huntsmen/foresters47 who unfortunately supped with the devil while using 

short spoons.   

                                            
43 We will go into this ―free‖ business a bit later when we get to the opera; it is a 

whole other story.  
44 Not a misspelling.  
45 The phrase is often erroneously (or, in desperation) translated as ―the free shot.‖ 

Since the underlying English meaning does not refer to a carnival give away or an Irish 

golf gift, that translation proves to be a semantic dead-end.   
46 Let us think Faust here.  
47 Over the generations, the hero‘s occupation was sanitized. 

The authors appreciate the efforts of Holger Opderbeck, a good 
friend and neighbor, who counseled us on the intricacies of 
translating the Der Freischütz title into English. Vielen Dank!   
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BACKGROUND. A Devilishly, Rhythmic Romance to 

Rid the Schwartzenwald and Similar Surroundings of 

Italian Interdicted Song Sagas . . . . 46.  
 
FINALLY, the Opera! . . . . 62. 

 
 The Cast. Who are These Deutsch Declaiming, 

Demure Dammen und Fusillade Firing Foresters, 

Feasting mit Friends, Foes and Fiends, while 

blozily belting Bier und savoring Schnitzel?  . . 63.  
 
 Tersely Telling a Tuneful Tale Mingled with 

Minute Memos Mentioning Memorable Musical 

Moments. . . . 66.  

 
Act I. A bucolic, but bursting with business, 

Bohemian Gasthaus flourishing somehow in 

the middle of a fir forest. . . . 66. 

 

Act II. 

 Scene 1. Our accident-prone heroine‘s 

haus, a perk of her papa‘s professional 

pursuits. . . . 71.    

 Scene 2. The Wolf‘s Glen. Every child‘s 

nightmare of a horribly haunted hollow 

hacked from foul flora and filled with 

WHERE DO I FIND---? 
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fearsome fauna--- truly, a devilish 

domicile. . . . 75.    

 

Act III. 

 Scene 1. A parcel of the fir forest not 

yet developed into tract housing. . . . 80. 

 Scene 2. Our heroine‘s haus. . . . 81.  

 Scene 3. In the fearsome fir forest, a 

romantic rendezvous sharing space with a 

rifle range, princely pavilion, and 

Bohemian boys‘ bivouac. . . . 83.   

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Kilian (a poor sport peasant) and Max (our hero) 

messaging melodious but mean metaphors,  

with a caustic, kibitzing chorus. (Act I).   
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Out of A Holy Roman Hodgepodge, Our Tale to Tell. Although 

now routinely relegated to the status of a New York Times crossword 

puzzle clue, once upon a time there was a powerful place that proclaimed 

itself the Holy Roman Empire (HRE). Viewing a map of the European 

continent at least up to the early 19
th
 century, the HRE appears as a large, 

wide swath cutting through the center of the continent. 
48

 

 

 
 

Comparatively, the HRE appears as one of the largest homogeneous 

territories on the continent. Appearances however can be deceiving.  

                                            
48 A geo-political land mass area that is today, largely conterminous with Germany and 

Austria. 

A Devilishly Rhythmic Romance  

to Rid the Schwartzenwald and  

Similar Surroundings of  

Italian Interdicted Song Sagas. 
(a.k.a. Background.) 
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The HRE established in 962 A.D., lasted close to 900 years, but with 

highly fluid territorial borders and hundreds of geo-political sub-

components throughout its political life span.
49

 The Empire encompassed 

a smorgasbord of principalities, palatinates, protectorates, and most other 

medieval means of politically slicing and dicing the countryside.
50

  

  

Obviously, the multitudinous numbers and variations of HRE geo-

political sub-components had a significant impact on the political, 

economic and social-cultural homogeneity of the Empire. In brief, there 

was almost none! Therein hangs our tale: the creation of Germanic 

romantic opera, its premiere prototype, Die Freischütz and its 

paterfamilias, Carl Maria von Weber.  

 

European Opera, Quantitatively Evolving but Qualitatively 

Petrified. European opera began its evolution in the late 16
th
 century 

and quickly became a major cultural industry in France and the territory 

that would eventually became Italy.  

 

Operaôs popularity quickly spread throughout the continent. However, 

contrary to France and the Italian to-be-territories, most other European 

entities did not develop their own national forms of opera, they primarily 

imported the Italian.
51

 Therefore, opera seen in the HRE territories was 

of Italian (or French) origin, style, language and obviously reflective of 

those countriesô cultures.   

 

                                            
49 In 1806 during the Napoleonic Wars, the HRE was dissolved strategically by its last 

Emperor to thwart Napoleon‘s imperial intentions. 
50 In modern times, think gerrymandering.  
51 Why, you ask? The answer, if it truly exists, is probably buried amid arcane 

hypotheses. While there is no lack of opinions (both informed and not), exploration 

here is well beyond our text space and your patience. So, let us just accept the fact 

and move on! 
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In this operatic growing period, it also must be recognized that the Italian 

form of opera did not just mean it was sung in Italian.
52

 It also was 

required to follow a proscribed structure of musical options and a libretto 

format that was dictated by its subject matter.
53

 Apart from words and 

music, opera was a bureaucratic business and largely intolerant of 

deviations inspired by artistic creativity. The formula ruled and woe to 

the composer and/or impresario that innovated!    

     

A Democratic Audience for a Proscribed Art Form. As opera was 

disseminated throughout the European continent, it became a major 

entertainment event for almost all classes,
54

 especially in more citified 

sites.  

 

Why you ask, did opera, usually considered an ñelitistò event
55

 in modern 

society, seem democratically popular and accessible in those bygone 

halcyon days of high-notes? Well, it was the only entertainment game in 

town! Most non-lethal spectator sports were a ways into the future from 

being invented and popularized, as were movies, TV, rock concerts and 

political campaigns.
56

  Despite memorable melodies and magnificent 

stage magic, one and all French or Italians-to-be attendees were 

subjected to another countryôs language, history (or mythology) and 

cultural customs and artifacts.
 57  

                                            
52 All this formalistic rigidity also applied to French opera ―stuff.‖   
53 Depending on the content of all the above, each opera was assigned one of several 

existing generic labels (e.g. opera buffa). See p. 92 for more, specifically a diluted 

diatribe about operatic labeling.   
54 As opera matured, it did begin to spin off forms and subjects that might be more 

appealing to the hoi polloi than the truly ―pure‖ type of grand opera popular with the 

hoi oligoi . As example, the Viennese singspiel form used by Mozart in Zauberfluete 

and Abduction from the Seraglio.     
55 Erroneously we might argue, but that is another tasteless tact we do not have time 

to take.  
56 Things were not that democratic yet.  
57 For a more ―learned‖ (and longer) lecture on social-cultural nights at the opera, see 

p. 135. 
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Then almost coterminous with the HREôs dissolution (1806), a deus ex 

machina appeared in the form of a frail young man whose ñstage motherò 

of a father anointed him as the next Mozart. Why not? There was a 

family connection you know.   

 

Carl Maria, a wunderkind in chrysalis or just a wannabe?  Weber           

joined the world in 1786 as a subject in the largely Germanic speaking 

HRE. Shortly thereafter, the French Revolution (1789) and the 

subsequent Napoleonic era (and/or wars 1799-1814) changed the 

political and geographic face of Europe.
58

  While these world-changing 

events including the dissolution of the HRE, intruded into the 

composerôs adolescence, they appeared to have little effect on his 

familyôs lifestyle or Weberôs view of the world. 

 

What does appear to impact Weberôs musical catalogue was his fatherôs
59

 

peripatetic life-style; the family was constantly on the move throughout 

the major cities of central and eastern Europe. Weberôs father was, to say 

the least, an interesting study. He had pretentions of nobility but 

evidently without credentials. The ñvonò in the family name and the 

fatherôs habit of referring to himself as ñBaronô were both bogus. Father 

Franz originally was a military officer in the service of the Duke of 

Holstein, probably for at least a portion of the Napoleonic Wars. Both he 

and his second wife (young Weberôs mother) were accomplished 

musicians; he, a violinist and she, a singer and actress. Papaôs military 

career shortly transformed into a series of musical directorships.
60

 About  

the time of young Weberôs birth, he established a theatrical company in 

Hamburg.  

 

                                            
58 Of course this whole ―revolution‖ thing was started by those restive American 

colonists. 
59 Franz Anton von Weber.  
60 Don‘t ask! Probably any port in a storm.  
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Apart from his bogus nobility and position-hopping through the 

emerging German empire, Father Franz appeared to prefer plowing a 

pseudo-Ponzi pathway. He co-opted Carl Maria into that larcenous 

lifestyle. More of that shortly! 
61

  

 

Apart from papaôs plentiful professional and personal performances, 

there was one essential element that appears to have structured Carl 

Mariaôs early musical life.  By virtue of a fortuitous marriage of father 

Franzôs brotherôs daughter Constanze, Father Franz became Mozartôs
62

 

uncle.  Although Carl Maria was barely out of his infancy when Mozart 

died, Papa decreed his son would be a musical genius a la his cousin, 

Amadeus. He touted and trained the child towards that objective. 

However, saying and doing though were very different things. Carl 

Maria did show early dimensions of a musical prodigy,
63

 but never even 

close to Mozartôs genius neighborhood.       

 

Que sera,sera. The effects of papaôs plans and style of family 

management  on Carl Maria as a composer, were noted by no less an 

authority than Beethoven. Ludwig although an admirer of Weberôs works 

and especially Die Freischutz,
64

 stated that Weberôs compositional 

                                            
61 Shades of Bernie Madoff!  
62 As in Wolfgang Amadeus--- 
63 He composed his first opera at age fourteen, Das Stumme Waldmadchen (The 

Silent Forest Maiden). While not either a major or a lasting success, it was given 

public performances in several major cities including Vienna, Prague and St. 

Petersburg.  

At the age of twelve, he composed and published a group of six condensed fugues for 

the piano.  

At seventeen, he composed his second opera, Peter Schmoll und seine Nachbarn   

(Peter Schmoll and his Neighbors) . There is ambiguity about this work, some sources 

indicate it was Weber‘s first successful opera in terms of public popularity. Others 

indicate it was unsuccessful. Take your pick, whatever!  
64 In specific reference to Freischutz, Beethoven is alleged to have stated that the 

quality of that opera was so great that Weber should compose nothing but operas in 

the future.  
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education was started too late and was too fractionated for the composer 

to allow his innate compositional genius to ñblossom.ò Whatever the 

cause and outcome, Weber was definitely no second rate composer. His 

instrumental music was acknowledged to have influenced among others, 

Chopin, Liszt and Mendelssohn. His orchestrations were cited as 

masterful by Berlioz and Debussy. His operas strongly influenced at least 

two of his fellow German composers: Meyerbeer and Wagner.
65

 In the 

20
th
 century, his operas were paid homage by Stravinsky, Mahler

66
 and 

Hindemith among others.  

 

Weber also created a considerable body of critically praised Catholic 

vocal and choral music. Unfortunately, that portion of his catalogue 

earned him the enmity of German religious reformers of that period.   

 

A Son of the Singing Stage? From the ñget goò Carl Maria matured 

in an environment of musical theater. Father Franzôs multiple postings 

throughout German-speaking Europe usually involved music and/or the 

theater.
67

 Since the apple does not fall too far from the tree, Weberôs 

professional pathway mimicked his fatherôs, in the beginning.  

                                            
65 Wagner was a great and vocal admirer of Weber and continually acknowledged a 

debt to him for the Wagnerian musical ―style‖ as well as his operatic ―music drama‖ 

structure. He credited Weber‘s influence (and to some degree, Meyerbeer‘s) that led 

Wagner to the development of a new concept of opera, Gesamtkunstwerk (A complete 

work of art). In it, he fused music, poetry and painting.  In his works evolving from 

concepts of Weber, there was no distinction between recitative and ensembles, 

resulting in ―a continuous flow of endless melody.‖  
66 After Weber‘s death, Mahler at the request of the Weber family, completed Carl 

Maria‘s unfinished opera Die Drie Pintos.  
67 In many respects, the early musical career of Carl Maria was quite similar to that of 

ETA Hoffmann--- the source of the tales that Offenbach spun into his opera. 

Although slightly older than Carl Maria, ETA resided largely in the same emerging 

German territories. Both men were recognized music critics and composers. Hoffmann, 

however, far outstripped Carl Maria as a music critic, and was recognized as a 

masterful writer especially of supernatural tales. However, Carl Maria was a far 

superior composer of both instrumental music and opera. Both men shared successful 



52 
 

 

Peripatetic Opera Overseer, but with a Felonious Flavor.  When 

Carl Maria was just leaving his teens (1806), one of his numerous but 

excellent compositional instructors, was so impressed by Weberôs talent  

that he recommended him for the Director (a.k.a. Conductor) of Opera 

post in Breslau.
68

 This was the first of several similar posts, each 

successively with increasing prestige. Weber demonstrated great ability 

in directorial positions and began to show signs of what would be 

eventually recognized as his superb mastery of stagecraft as well as the 

ability to run a very tight management ñship.ò
69

 Unfortunately, that 

promise almost perished when Weberôs work hit a serious speed-bump.  

 

Weber left the Breslau position for a more favorable post (1807) as 

private secretary to the Duke of Wurtemberg.
70

,
71

 Part of Weberôs job 

description was managing some of the Dukeôs financial dealings and 

caring for his cash. Unfortunately, papa who was now supported by Carl 

Maria, helped himself to the Dukeôs Deutschmarks that were stashed in 

                                                                            
work as theater directors, for a considerable portion of their professional lives. For 

more on the ETA parallel track to Weber, see Irreverent Guide #16, April 2007.   
68 Such a position is frequently a.k.a. Kapellmeister. Originally having its root origins in 

chapel music, the term broadened and evolved over time, eventually coming to mean 

director of all music and usually for a member of the court or church hierarchy.   
69It is frequently stated in critical texts that he ranks among the greatest master‘s 

of musical stage-craft.  The changes in operatic performance tradition he introduced 

affected scenery, lighting, orchestral seating, rehearsal schedules and salaries. All 

these proved beneficial and became institutionalized. However, Weber incurred a 

great deal enmity from those mired in the ―we‘ve always done it this way‖ school of 

operatic performance and its management.  

In the design of his Bayreuth opera haus, Wagner is thought to have used some of 

Weber concepts. 
70While it sounds similar, this is not the same Deutsch stadt where Luther and Hamlet 

separately, had some issues.  
71 As far afield as this position may seem for developing compositional skills, especially 

operatic, it provided a lot of free time for notating notes and the pay and position 

perks were outstanding.  
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his sonôs safe.  Embezzlement will out! Both men were arrested and 

although Carl Maria was known to be innocent, at least in this instance, 

both men were asked to leave town and Duchy, permanently.
72

    

 

If at First---. While dad was dipping into the Deutschmarks, Carl 

Maria revisited and extensively revised his earlier unsuccessful opera 

about the silent forest maiden. It was now known as Sylvana and was to 

be produced at the Dukeôs theatre, when the composer was pinched by 

the polizei during a final rehearsal.   

 

The two men
73

 took refuge in Mannhein where Sylvana was finally 

publicly staged (1810) --- but still unsuccessfully so.
74

,
75

 Not easily 

discouraged by a perfect record of operatic failure, and with papa 

comfortably in a cozy cottage cordoned off from the cash, Weber began  

his third and one-half 
76

 operatic assault. This time a comic opera, Abu 

Hassan.   

 

Life gets better!  Abu was first produced at Munich (1811) and this 

time, among all accounts there seems to be no ambiguity, it was a 

success. Apart from the operaôs public popularity outcome, its period of 

development was noteworthy in that it brought the composer into contact 

with the eventual textual source of Der Freischütz.  

 

                                            
72 Unfortunately, Carl Maria even in his first position, become known for somewhat 

shady habits of his own, especially the acquisition of debt. Apparently, there were a 

lot of apples on that family tree of his, some of them bad.    
73 Now know to some as the ―Fagins of Freiburg.‖   
74 Although some more Pollyanna-ish musical historians oxymoronically label it ―a 

doubtful success.‖ Take your pick!  
75 One positive outcome of Sylvana, Weber eventually married (1817) the soprano who 

created the lead role in his revised opera.  
76 I give him only 1/2 point for Sylvana. After all, it was a revision of Das 

Waldmadchen, his opera composed at age fourteen.   
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Two Germans, Johann August Apel and Friedrich Laun, had collected 

and transcribed a large number of native tales dealing largely with the 

supernatural. Published under the title of Gespensterbuch (Ghost 

Stories), the first tale in the work was ñDer Freischütz.ò Weber was so 

excited about turning the tale into an opera, that work on Abu was 

abandoned for a short period. A lot of talk occurred, but no operatic-

intended action. Weber shortly returned to work on Abu.
77

 

 

Father Franz died shortly after Abuôs success and Weber began a musical 

performance grand tour of Europe sponsored largely by his friends and 

admirers.
78

  In the middle of that lucrative adventure, he was offered the 

position of kappelmeister at Prague. One of his major functions was to  

remodel performances at the opera house! 

 

Balancing the Germanic-opera Deficit. Most probably because 

Italian operaôs form and language got there first, Italian opera largely 

dominated the Germanic territories of central Europe from its 16
th
 

century inception until the advent of Weber, his peers and successors, 

circa late 18
th
 and early 19

th
 centuries.  

 

An early break for national independence from Italian opera ñstyleò did 

occur in the mid-seventeenth century when Sigmund Staden (1607-

1655), a successful German composer, developed the singspiel form of 

opera.
79

 His break-away work from the Italian opera, Seelewig alternated 

singing with spoken dialogue and its language was German.
80

  In the 

                                            
77 Critics seem to agree that the eight-year delay between discovering Die Freischutz 

and beginning actual compositional work was fortuitous. It gave the composer an 

additional period of compositional maturity that was critical to the opera‘s success.   
78

 Travels about Europe (circa 1809-1813) were not without their dangers during the 

years of Carl Maria‘s life as a  performance artist. This was largely the period of 

Napoleonic Wars.  He kept a low profile and the pay was great! 
79 The French shortly hit upon the same idea or ―borrowed‖ it from the Germans. In 

France though, it was labeled ―opera comique.‖ This for reasons too convoluted to 

communicate in our allotted time and space.      
80 Don‘t knock it! As things turn out, little things mean a lot.  
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Italian form, short stretches of dialogue were composed and presented in 

recitative style. That is, the lines were sung musically in imitation of 

human voice inflections and accompanied by harpsichord.  

 

At the beginning, there were only a few German composers of opera;  

almost none of those opted into the Staden revolution. 
81

  However, three 

major exceptions reached beyond Germanic land boundaries and brought 

international acclaim and recognition for an emerging Germanic form of 

opera: Mozartôs two singspielsô Magic Flute and Abduction, and 

Beethovenôs Fidelio. 

  

Then, Weber stepped up to the plate and with one opera, laid the 

foundation for a permanent place in the international operatic repertoire 

for German opera, and in a new form: romantic opera.  

 

Backstage Battling. As Weber the kappelmeister, moved among 

German opera houses, he revolutionized their operatic status quo on-

stage, back stage and in the audience. His innovations placed a distinct 

stamp on productions as well as enhancing the art of opera and its 

appreciation.  

 

What evolved through his efforts was a Germanic operatic production 

style, which probably was his intent. That production style was 

disseminated over time throughout the opera houses he commanded and 

also those that simply replicated what they saw he had done successfully 

elsewhere.  

 

Under duress, the Weber-introduced changes were democratically 

applied to all operas in the repertoire of the German houses, irrespective 

of the worksô national origins.  Therein lays a critical confrontation for 

both the composer and what would become, German opera.  

                                            
81 Handel and Telemann did occasionally follow the new pathway. But usually, they and 

other native composers went the Italian form and language route.  
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When compared to other events over the past two hundred years, 

Weberôs struggle with the Italian clique seems petty and silly. However, 

if accounts of the combat are to be believed, it bordered on a blood sport. 

The Italian management constantly challenged, conspired against and 

subverted Weberôs forward momentum for change. However, he was 

tenacious and persisted in eroding the Italian opera tradition as dripping 

water erodes stone. 

 

A New Kapell, Old Italian Intrigues, But A New Operatic 

Partner. In 1816 Weber was appointed as co-kapellmeister of the 

Dresden opera by the King of Saxony. The King had lured the composer 

from his directorship of the Prague opera.  In retrospect, it appears that 

the King had a sadistic sense of humor or just enjoyed really good opera 

house power struggles. The monarch partnered Weber in the kapell 

business with an imperialistic Italian impresario. This Milanese martinet 

had ruled the German opera scene for many moons, and, he was ready 

for this German upstart and his new, but non-Italian operatic 

rearrangements and related revolutions.   

 

As fate fortuitously would have it, almost at the same point, the 

composer entered the Dresden backstage battlefield, he met a German 

dramatist, Friedrick Kind (1768-1848). Weber enlisted Kindôs 

enthusiastic support in turning the Frieschütz story into an opera, a long 

held goal of the composer. 

 

Kind produced an outstanding libretto in a remarkably short period of 

time.
82

  The piece was renamed Des Jägers Braut (The Huntsmanôs 

Bride)
83

 and Weber began work immediately on the music.
84

 

                                            
82 Some sources indicate it was accomplished in two weeks.  
83 Had they left this title in place, we would not have to worry about those Freischütz 

title translation speed bumps!   
84  The title change was alleged to be Kind‘s suggestion. It is thought he wanted to 

muddy his use of the original Der Freischütz story and a related play as sources for 
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Unfortunately, it took him almost three years for its completion; not 

because of composerôs block but rather, Italian intrigues that continually 

dragged him from note notations.  

 

The Italian intrigues continued, albeit abated even after the Freischütz 

premiere. However, in the end, that opera broke the foreign opera 

stranglehold once and for all. While Weber permanently opened the door 

for German opera, Wagner permanently solidified its international 

recognition.   

 

The Opera Opens. Because of the Italian subterfuge at Dresden, 

Freishutz was scheduled for production in Berlin.
85

 Its premiere  took 

place on the anniversary of the Battle of Waterloo, June 18, 1821, and 

was auspiciously to celebrate the opening of Berlinôs new 

Schauspeilhaus.
86

  

 

Even during the operaôs rehearsal period and away from Dresden, the 

Italian imbroglios attempted to intrude. While they disconcerted Weberôs 

staff, it was said that the composer seemed impervious. He was so 

confident in his new workôs success, that he spent time away from 

rehearsal composing what would become one of his more critically 

acclaimed piano works, Concertstruck in F Minor.  

                                                                            
―his‖ libretto. It is semi-interesting to note that the related play severely amended 

the original story to a plot line that would later be reflected by Pushkin and 

subsequently, Tchaikovsky, in The Queen of Spades. In the interest of time, let us 

just let that coincidence ride.    
85 The opera‘s modified moniker had now been restored back to its original name, thus 

abandoning the Bride.  
86 One of those compounded German words again. Variously translated as theatre, 

playhouse, and/or opera house. Take your pick!  

Apart from that, the Schauspeilhaus was not just any ―new‖ building. For its time, it 

was the most advanced (a.k.a. radical) building in terms of theater design as well as 

architecture. It was said to have incorporated some of Weber‘s own theatrical design 

innovations. The building was severely damaged in WWII, but was restored and is still 

in use today as a concert hall.   
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The opera opened to instant acclaim. Almost immediately there were 

productions in Vienna and Dresden(!). Over the next 18 months there 

were more than thirty productions; a large number of these were 

international, London alone had three productions running 

simultaneously! 

 

Why the Acclaim? The opera debuted not too many years after the end 

of the Napoleonic Wars that had consumed Europe. The spirit of 

nationalism was rising in most European countries incentivized by the 

eventual success of both the American and French Revolutions. 

Freischützôs subject matter had a nationalistic message and an important 

implication of individual freedom.
87

 These themes appealed to a growing 

middle class and apparently, a large number of opera aficionados.  

 

The vibrations from the opera were not all socio-political. The work 

implicitly glorified the bucolic life, the countryside (a.k.a. the simpler 

things in life),   The subject of the opera was built from a known story of 

German folklore and musically incorporated folk melodies. The German 

audience saw and felt that which was familiar to them and perhaps most 

importantly, was part of their cultural heritage. While German in 

substance and feeling, the operatic musical and plot themes were not that 

foreign to other nationalities. Many folk tales tend to have world-wide 

variations and hence, international audience resonance.   

 

One of the most appealing and dramatic aspects of the opera to the 19
th
 

century audience, was the meshing of the supernatural with the natural. 

Weber had a knack for making other-worldly denizens (good and evil) 

quite real. 
88

   

                                            
87 Similar to Verdi‘s nudge toward Italian unification in Nabucco a quarter of a century 

later.  
88 In our age of ―slasher‖ movies, graphic blood and gore via the tube, internet etc. 

Freischutz‘s Wolf‘s Glen scene is pretty tame. However, in its original time and place it 
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Apart from subject matter, the opera musically was a ñmasterpieceò as 

Beethoven proclaimed. It presented lyrical sounds not previously heard 

by its audiences; sounds that remained with them and quite enamored 

them. On a minor note (pun!), the opera was in the singspiel style and as 

a consequence, more familiar and ñcomfortableò to the audience.  

 

All told, Freischütz was a revelation to its audiences. It staked a claim 

for the legitimacy of a Germanic opera form and the template for 

ñromantic opera.ò 

 

What is this “Romantic Opera” thing? It definitely is not moonlight 

and roses, unless you think Brünnhilde is akin to Juliette! While it rose in 

Germany triggered largely by Weber and in opposition to the Italian 

form of bel canto (beautiful singing) opera, it rose in a time of European 

social upheaval and perhaps as a brief escape from it.  The old regimes 

and ways were often being violently and bloodily overthrown and for a 

largely unknown new order.  

 

Romantic opera generically glorified both the beauty and terror of nature. 

It could comfortably portray the natural and supernatural in 

juxtaposition. It also could graphically portray the power of supernatural 

evil and optimistically, the triumph of good over such negative forces. 

Rural life was ñpure.ò Freedom was a legitimate value for all individuals, 

and the tyranny of the aristocratic was to be banished; patriotism was an 

imperative; the goals of post-revolutionary Europe were legitimate and to 

be valued.  

 

                                                                            
was a scary thriller. Name an audience that really doesn‘t like to be scared, albeit 

harmlessly? 

It is said satirically, to release the London audience‘s ―terror‖ generated by the Wolf 

Glen scene, a brigade of the London fire department would appear on stage to 

extinguish the devilish blazes occurring at the end of that scene.       
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On the more individual level, feelings of love and desire could be spoken 

(sung) openly. That led to a freedom to explore the illicit affair, 

forbidden love etc.  

 

Initially, romantic opera tended to be set in a composerôs home territory. 

Later, it became fashionable to write of more exotic places whose 

cultures were romantically pictured rather than constructed from actual 

experience.
89

  

 

Viewed retrospectively, the romantic opera genre covers a multitude of 

sins, so to speak. The operas do not all follow one easily classifiable 

form; they tend to reflect a somewhat common theme, but with a large 

array of variations. Freedom in compositional form and subject had 

arrived! That operatic era is generally accepted to have lasted almost a 

century beginning with Weber and ending with Puccini.
90

 

 

Weber‟s Finale. While Weber composed six or seven operas
91

 and 

incidental music for several plays before and after Freischütz, none of 

them ever replicated that operaôs success. Only three of Weberôs operas 

usually appear in his catalogue listings: Freischütz, Euryanthe (1823) 

and Oberon (1826).  The rest are perhaps most tactfully ignored. Critics 

seem to agree that the general problem with Weberôs less than successful 

operas lay with their librettos, not the music. Weber did not seem to 

appreciate the importance of a good libretto
92

 and tended to compromise 

for texts that were just adequate or worse. Pieces of music from most of 

his operas, especially the overtures, do survive and surface frequently in 

concert hall and recital performances.  

                                            
89 As for examples, Bizet‘s Les Pêcheurs, Puccini‘s Butterfly, Meyerbeer‘s L‘Africaine. 
90 Puccini‘s Turandot is generally cited as the last of the romantic operas. Granted 

there was subsequently a compositional period that seemed to largely focus on the 

atonal, twelve tone scale, etc. However, certainly a large number of contemporary 

operas fit the romantic mold.  
91 Depending how you count.  
92 Shades of Strauss‘ Capricco.  
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Euryanthe with musical recitatives in place of dialogue, was truly in the 

style of grand opera, as opposed to singspiel. Commissioned by a British 

nobeleman, Oberon, Weberôs last opera, was composed in English.
93

 In it 

Weber returned to the singspiel model, which was the British preference.  

 

From the time of his birth, Weber never enjoyed good health. He had a 

congenitally malformed hip and did not walk until the age of four. His 

physical health throughout his life was generally best described as 

ñfrail.ò Despite his continuous physical problems, he displayed  

significant and persistent strength in his compositional and theatrical 

managerial efforts.  

 

While in his early thirties, he contracted tuberculosis, which in his era, 

was democratically in residence throughout Europe affecting all social 

classes and all countries.
94

 Despite rapidly declining health, Weber went 

to England to compose and oversee the production of Oberon.  Warned 

by friends and physicians that the effort was too dangerous for his health, 

he persisted.  His tenaciousness in this matter was driven largely by a 

need to provide for his family in the event of his death.  He died a matter 

of weeks after Oberonôs successful premiere.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                            
93 Weber spoke no English up to the time of the British invitation, but learned the 

language is a very short period of time.  
94 As a result of the disease‘s omnipresence in everyday life, it frequently appeared in 

operatic subjects (e.g. La Boheme, La Traviata ). 
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FINALLY, The Opera! 
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Max (Tenor). A fast failing, formerly fine forester and many-

medaled marksman. His gunning groove and chain-saw charm are 

certainly chilling out. As his macho melts into a milquetoast mystique, 

his contractual95 Shatzie (our heroine, see below) will soon say 

―Sayonara‖ if he doesn‘t deliver a bouquet of bull‘s-eye bullets. 

However, he is familiar with Faust and is figuring a fine finagle that 

will fabricate a favorable finale. Foolish fellow!   

 

Kilian (Bass). This pushy peasant is ―Bravo!‖ with a blunderbuss, 

but on the down side, he perfectly personifies a ―poor sport‖ winner 

by taunting our troubled tenor (see above). That tumbles the tenor 

into a stein-sated seminar that soon summons satanic surroundings.   

 

Kaspar96 (Bass).Another forester fellow. Before our operatic opus 

opened, he bought into a Beelzebub bargain. That burnished his 

                                            
95 There‘s a bit of Meistersingers at work here. Both Wagner and Weber‘s heroines 

are the kewpie doll prizes for their somewhat inept heroes, if those guys can deliver a 

performance for which it seems they have no present talent.   
96 Those early 19th century copy editors were a careless crowd. Caspar is sometime 

crowned with a ―C‖ and sometime a ―K.‖ Co-opt one, if you care! 

Who are These Deutsch Declaiming, 

Demure Dammen und Fusillade Firing Foresters, 

Feasting mit Freunde, Foes and Fiends,  

while Boozily Belting Bier und Savoring Schnitzel?  
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bullets for bull‘s-eyes. It paid off so perfectly that he is now the 

sharpest of shooters. However, his painful pending payback is a 

permanent position in perdition. Satan says he will be satisfied, 

though, if a substitute sucker is secured by our sharpest-shooter. 

So, our forester‘s frantically making mumbo-jumbo to motivate Max 

to make a date with the devil.     

 

Cumo97 (Bass). The big boss of Bohemia‘s98 warbling woodsmen, he 

is also the proud papa of our Max-marriageable maiden (see Agathe, 

below).  As our opus acts out, he declaims grim ground rules 

gratuitously and not especially graciously, acts a lot with an axe, but 

when all is shot and skinned, he is a fine figure of a feudal, faffing  

father.    

  

Samiel99 (Speaking Role). Speak of the devil, this devil speaks 

while all others sing! No, he did not have an audacious audition, his 

dour declaiming dramatically dominates the doings much more than if 

he manufactured melody.  Intriguingly, his function is more Greek 

chorus from Hell than plot pusher. Specifically, he seems to comment 

more than control. 

 

Agathe (Soprano). Cumo‘s kid and our heroine, but not a lot of 

help for our hero. That‘s probably ok as his drooping demeanor seems 

to declare he is determined to go to the devil--- literally and 

figuratively.  Agathe is lovely and loyal. We are sure she would swim 

to save her suitor if he sunk metaphorically, into a satanic swamp.  

                                            
97 This guy has the same copy editor problem as C/Kaspar. Cumo appears randomly as 

Kumo or Cumo. As a blow for freedom, I am opting to use ―C‖ for them both!   
98 That‘s where this opus occurs. More of that later.  
99 Also know as the ―Black Huntsman,‖ he‘s the supreme sinister spirit that bears no 

blessings for Bohemians.   
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Despite her girlish grit and lover loyalty, she often demonstrates 

that ―no good deed goes unpunished.‖ However, at the end she seems 

headed to a happy home with her soul-saved suitor. Ain‘t love grand! 

 

Äennachen (Soprano). In Opryland, it is almost obligatory for the 

prima donna to have a pal. In Weber‘s forest fable, that companion is 

a cousin, Äennachen. Trapped by ―pal‖ performance traditions, this 

Bohmeian buddy is both perky and practical.  Horrifically, she is also 

always happy, happy, happy! Think, Pollyanna off her prescription 

meds! 

 

Prince Ottokar (Tenor). There is sort of a second class 

Shakespearean stance with this sovereign. For Bohemia‘s really big 

boss, he unfortunately shares some of Max‘s milkquetoasty mien. His 

pronouncements sometimes require serious spin. Remind you of 

anyone?   

  

Hermit (Bass).An opus omni-present, though often off-stage, 

presence. When he finally leaves his den and gambols into the Glen, 

he readily reveals he is a down-to-earth ―deus ex machina.‖ He 

prunes the Prince‘s wimpy words with some Solomon sense and 

certainly saves the day. When all is sung, he surely is seen as a 

seedy, but smiley face sensation.  

 

Huntsmen, Peasants, Bridesmaids. This cacophonous collection, 

while choraling correctly, reminds one of a rather shabby, Shubert 

Brothers‘ bus-based, touring operetta opus. There are dozens of 

dirndls and lots of lederhosen; also, much tuneful trilling, trinking 

and tanzing; and of course, they are all hyper-happy, happy, happy! 

Like the cousin, this bunch left their meds on the bus.   
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Setting: Bohemia, a historical kingdom of central Europe that 

today comprises about 2/3s of the Czech Republic.  

Time: Shortly after the end of the Thirty Years War (1648).100  

Plot:  

 Before our operatic opus opens with an overture, two plot 

pushing deeds have been done. First, our fiend friendly forester 

(Caspar) dined with the devil and delivered his soul for some sure 

shots. Second, our hero (Max) lost his gunnery groove. Bluntly, he can 

no longer hit the broad side of a barn. This has cruel consequences 

as you will know anon.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Act I. A bucolic, Bohemian Gasthaus bursting with business, 

flourishingly found (somehow) in the middle of a fearsome, fir 

                                            
100 The War was noted infamously as Europe‘s bloodiest and most destructive at least 

until the 20th century‘s world wars. As a result, mention of the Thirty Years War 

would horribly resonate in family memories of a 19th century opera audience, even 75 

years post-hostilities. That War implicitly and explicitly serves as a sub-text of the 

opera.  

Tersely Telling a Tuneful Tale,  

Mingled with Minute Memos Mentioning 

Memorable Musical Moments.* 

*(a.k.a. Pap for the Impatient.) 

Overture.  

This piece is a beautifully constructed tone poem musically summarizing the 

operaôs action. It includes several themes heard in the work including: 

Samielôs theme in Maxôs Act I aria, a portion of the Wolf Glen music, and 

music from Agathaôs Act II aria (probably the Overtureôs most recognized 

melody). The Overture is well known publically, but more from it frequent 

appearances in concert halls, than the operatic stage. While Freischütz is 

frequently found in the German repertoire, today it is more of a rarity on the 

international scene.  
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forest. It‘s late afternoon and a shooting contest between the 

locals and the foresters is just concluding.  

 

 The Overture over, the curtain climbs to the ceiling as a shot 

surprises those of us already sleeping in their seats. When that 

shock settles, we see that an on-stage shooting match101  is singing 

its swan song.  

 Our poor sport peasant (Kilian) has prevailed. The prized 

Pilsner plaque is his! That makes Max (our hero) morose. He is the 

former champion, but now as been cashiered into chump change.  

 The stage surfeited with singing supers, serenade their now 

new super-shot. 

 

 

 

    

 To assure that insult is added to our hero‘s injury, a parade 

of ‗plauding people promenade around the proscenium in praise of our 

perfect-pistol peasant.  

 Pepped-up from parading, the ‗plauding people proceed to 

perform a polka or perhaps a polonaise.102 Then, in a curious country 

custom, the crowd lambasts and laughs at our heroic loser.  

 

 

 

 

                                            
101 This rather bucolic match is actually a marksmen‘s fair. (Schützenfest) Its 

underlying motivation is quite pragmatic. It is the way the powers‘-to-be identified 

the best marksmen in their kingdom. These marksmen, thus marked, were 

subsequently employed as the government‘s foresters. This foresters‘ force was in 

effect, the equivalent of our National Guard, a ready force to be called up in the case 

of one of the frequent intra-European free-for-alls (e.g. Thirty Years‘ War).   
102 Don‘t ask me!  

Viktoria! Der meister soll leben. / Hurrah! Long live the champion!   

This full-voiced, happy, happy celebratory chorus would make Radames feel 

triumphant!    

 

Schau der Herr mich als König./ Look at me sir, I‟m the champion! 

With some savage, sinister sounds plus some happy harmonies, all loudly 

voiced, Max is decidedly dumped derisively by the peasant population and 

their crowing, callous champion. * 

*We may have some social class get-back here as Max is more middle class than 

peasant,  or perhaps some occupational one-upsmanship since the peasant outshot 

the forester!   .  
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 Our hero has had it with all the hateful ―hee, hee, hees.‖ So 

he hauls out a hatchet to hack the chortling champ. However, before 

harm happens, the peasants pinion him. Phew, peril put down! 

 Just then, trooping onto the tavern‘s tarmac is a phalanx of 

foresters. This naturalist National Guard group is commanded by 

Cuno (our heroine‘s papa); he is companioned by C(K)aspar a really 

creepy chap. He is a false, friendly forester; in faith, he is a follower 

of the forest fiend. That makes him sort of a soulless servant of 

Satan.  

 Now, dialogue dominates and music rests (pun!) 

 Papa is really P.O.‘d when he is told the tale of what was 

transpiring: Max has lost his gun groove and is far in arrears for 

fulfilling his fauna pledge for the foresters‘ food pot.  

 Caspar clues us customers, but not the cast, that his 

Mephistophelian-mentor has made Max miss the mark. Bet there is a 

fiendish finagle being facilitated by our foul forester! 

 Caspar then counters Cuno‘s harassment of our hero by  

declaring the devil made him do it--- that is, Max to miss. Further, 

our foul forester states the substance of a Satanic show that will 

gain our gun-gutted guy a positive pistol- packin‘ performance.  

 That causes Cuno to lose his cool and call Casper a cornucopia 

of discontent; if he doesn‘t cease he will be quickly culled from 

Cuno‘s corps.   Caspar complies.  

 Since Cuno is on a tempestuous tear, he turns on Max and 

meanly mentions, if our hero fails with his fusillade firing in the 

target test tomorrow, he will be toast with our heroine. Horrors!   

 Now an aspiring, but ―suck up‖ singer from the chorus 

suggests to Cuno that he recount the tale of the trial shot (a.k.a. 

target test).  He does, but we are not going to repeat it here as it 

does go on a bit! Read the succinct supra-titles during the show or 

ask your seat neighbor during the Wine Bar break. 

 After Papa‘s performance, but still dealing in dialogue, the 

pushy peasant and the foul forester twin-tell a tale told tirelessly in 

local lore, setting forth scary stories of satanic sure-shots enabled 

by evil energy exchanged for shooters soul!   Whoa! 
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 In these extended exposés, formulated for future plot 

pushing, there is one essential element to which the audience must  

alerted.  In local legend and lore, the storied shooter shoots ―seven 

satanic bullets.‖ Six strike where the shooter suggests. The seventh, 

Satan controls; it will collide with what the devil determines and not 

what the shooter suggests. Therefore folks, keep a correct count or 

rue the results! 

 Sated by scary stories, craving for cocktails and chow, Cuno‘s 

crowd prepares to promenade to their bucolic bivouac. As they part,   

Papa pauses to pump up our harried and hurt hero. ―Pull yourself 

together, tomorrow‘s another day; we‘re palavering with the Prince 

and you‘re shooting to secure your sweetheart. Don‘t screw it up!‖ 

(Papa has a peculiar perspective on ―pumping up.‖)  

 Before all the people populating the performance have a 

parting promenade, they assemble to intone an ensemble. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 Our pushy peasant who has been quietly humming during the 

ensemble, now suggests Max grab a girl and join a gavotte. Moody 

Max declines, but everyone else waltzes. When their whirling withers 

the sun has set, so everybody minus moody Max, frolics off into the 

forest for some Bohemian hanky-panky.  

 Max muses moodily: his life is lousy, his gun is garbage, his 

girl could be gone ―bye-bye‖ and other gratuitous grumbling. 

 

 

 

 

O diese Sonne / This coming dawn---. 
Participating in the ensemble are Max dreading a disastrous day that will be 

dawning, Cuno counseling courage, Casper puling about power greater than 

fortune, the peasants playing a constant, commenting Greek chorus, and the 

foresters happy, happy,  happy with forest frolicking.    

The piece weaves these various forces powerfully and melodically. It all 

builds to a superb climax at the end of which Cuno, Casper and the foresters 

head off to chow down.  

Nein! länger trag‟ ich nicht die Qualen /  

No, I can no longer bear this pain, 
The aria musically alternates among Maxôs reflections of happy memories, 

his agitated and angry mood, his fear and puzzlement about what has 

befallen him and why, and finally, the sinister implications of the deviltry-

doings of which he is only vaguely awareðso far.  
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 As Max‘s musical monologue of mounting misery is sung, silent 

Samiel is suddenly and sinisterly seen sideling slyly among the 

shrubs. 

 (N.B. Throughout this show, Samiel will waft and wane as is 

the wont of wraiths. He seems to show up when satanic situations 

surface. He then pops off when purity again prevails, but seemingly  

seems to be seen by no one but the foul forester fellow.103 Got all 

that?)      

 Speaking of that devil-in-development (a.k.a. the foul 

forester, Caspar),104 drops by to merry-up our musically miserable 

Max.    

  ―Max, let‘s consume some Bohemian bier oder vin ordinaire,‖ 

he slyly suggests. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 When the steins are served, our devious devil-to-be drugs 

the draught directed to our hero! 

 Despite our hero‘s desire not to drink, must less get sloshed, 

he does, thanks to our foul forester‘s finagling.    

 All this drinking and duping is done in dialogue. The music 

takes another rest!  

                                            
103 Could there be an opening for an outstanding optician in this Opryland?  
104 ―What is Caspar‘s problem,‖ you ask? Actually, that should be ―problems‖ as there 

are several, all serious.  

He has, as has been said, sold his soul for sure-shot scoring. His contractual shooting 

success is about to terminate and Samiel will collect his part of the devilish bargain 

unless--- Casper can find another Satan-seeking soul. Max was high on that 

prospective seller list until lately as he has been the big man among the foresters; 

also, our heroine and Caspar had a ―thing‖, but she threw him over for Max. If Caspar 

can pitch Max into Perdition, he gets to keep his soul, gets the girl and the job of Big 

Kahuna in the forester National Guard when Papa passes on. How are those for 

incentives for incantation? 

Hird‟schen Jammertal / In this sad tale of earthy life---. 
Despite its morose title, this piece is a raucous, rousing drinking song to the 

power of wine and perhaps, other potent potables. In the pause among the 

multiple verses, Max inserts some brief, grumpy nonmusical dialogue. 

However, by the songôs end, the glasses are clinking and they are deeply 

drinking.  
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 Max, on a Heineken high or perhaps, a tokay toot, is soon 

sloppily susceptible to Caspar‘s  co-opting counsel.  

 With Caspar‘s coaching, our boy buys into the magic bullets‘ 

bit by blasting down a big bird. As a souvenir of that sure shot, our 

foul forester fixes the felled fauna‘s feather in our hero‘s hat.   

 By playing on prospects of losing his lady through his luger 

luckless-ness, Caspar succeeds in seducing our hero to take a hike at 

midnight105 to the horrid Wolf‘s Glen.  Bad move, boy! 

 With his fauna feather flying, our hero heads for a 

―whatever‖ at our heroine‘s haus. Caspar crows in evil triumph!  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Drop the drape. We are directly off to the Wine Bar. All 

that on-stage ―trinking‖ made us thirsty.  

 

Act II. Scene 1. Our accident-prone heroine‘s haus, a perk of her 

Papa‘s professional pursuits.  Same late afternoon as Act I. 

 

 Just before this Act‘s action begins, a family portrait 

dropped and beaned our bride-to-be (Agathe). Therefore, when the 

damask drape divides, our wounded heroine is holding her hurt head 

and her cousinly companion (Ännachen) is pounding on the plaster to 

reposition the portrait.106  

                                            
105 When else?  
106 The plunging portrait portrays the first Cuno, the guy that gained gut geld and 

great social standing by shooting a super shot for a past Palatine‘s prince and forming 

the first forester National Guard. Many moons of subsequent Cuno kin have basked in 

the benevolence of their beginner. Be that as it may, the symbolism of the painting‘s 

plunge to beleaguer our bride-to-be, is a bit too much of operatic overkill.       

 

Schweig, schweg, damit dich niemand warnt /  

Tell no one, that no one can warn you! 
Casparôs aria is a triumphant celebration of evil winning, at least this 

day. The music is bold and brassy, with intertwined themes of evil-

doings and the bad guyôs success   A powerful ending to Act I 



72 
 

 Agathe is often reality-challenged, not to mention more 

morose than merry. The cousin, opposite-ly, is quick, clever and 

always annoyingly happy!  

 The pair compares their differing demeanors--- musically con 

brio.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Done dueting, the musical mädchens fanaticize about fellows 

they would like to fashion into fiancées. For our heroine, good old 

Max the moody; for the hyper-Ännachen, it‘s a hero she‘s yet to 

happen upon.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Our heroine then confides in the cousin concerning Agathe‘s 

a.m. conference with the village Hermit, sort of a traditional holy 

man, guru and purveyor of fast foods.   

 That slightly weird wonder of the woods, alerted Agathe to a 

grave danger, but—of unknown origin.107  To protect, the hermetic 

guru gifts the girl with a wad of blessed roses--- to ward off bad 

vibes and guys!  

 The gullible girls now know the picture‘s plunge was a near 

miss for our young missus. Without the roses, the result would have 

                                            
107 Isn‘t that always the rub in these funky folk tales!  

Schelm! Halt fest! Ich will dich‟s lehren!/ 

Villain!* Stay put! I‟ll teach you!  
In a delightful duet, the two girls spar and poke fun at each other. That 

shortly turns to romantic interests as Agathe muses about Max and the 

cousin calls forth the characteristics of her lover-yet-to-be.  

*To avoid confusion, the ñvillainò refers to the canvas Cumo, not the cursed Caspar. 

Kommt ein schlanker Bursch gegangen /  

If a fine, slim-waisted fellow---.   

In this brilliant and lively aria,  Ἃnnachen  outlines her requirements for 

a Romeo,  the circumstances of their first meeting and subsequent 

nuptials.  
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been her burial in the barnyard.  Those posies are now placed in a 

precious place in our heroine‘s haus. 108 

 Left alone in the now, darkness of the evening, Agathe does 

the usual operatic soprano thing, she sings a song to soothe her 

somewhat shaky psyche. 

 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Max rushes into the room, his demeanor distraught. The 

constant cousin who is also a cheap chaperon, but constantly curious, 

comes too, to croon with the couple‘s cacophony.   

 Dialogue takes over as the couple converse while the cousin 

kibitzes.  

 Our hero hob-knobbing with our heroine, suddenly declaims 

he must directly depart. She is dumbfounded at his declaration. 

What is hyping his hurry? Has his luger-luck been lousy?  

 ―Au contraire! I‘ve bagged a big buck and must bring him to 

the butcher,‖ our boy brags.  Then to avoid their probing of his 

problems, he slyly segues the subject to his sweetheart‘s hurt head.  

 ―The portrait plunged promptly at seven p.m.,‖ the girls 

agree. Max is mystified, that time is truly tied with his fusillade 

firing and felling of that flying fauna whose feather is now in his 

fedora.   

 An ominous omen? A curious conundrum? 

                                            
108 In addition to tracking of the number of ―free‖ bullets, keep your eye on the roses!  

Leise, leise fromme Weise / Waft softly, gentle air on high.  

 
Itôs our heroineôs turn to show us her vocal stuff, and does she ever! This 

lovely (but lengthy) aria babbles about the beauty of the night, but also 

observes the promise of a storm from the mountains. Agathe prays for 

protection from the coming ñstorm.ò Then she sees Max approaching and 

the melody turns to the beautiful theme heard in the Overture.  She hopes his 

aim has improved in anticipation of tomorrowôs contest. She ends with a 

plea to heaven to accept her ñhope.ò    
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 However, enough of this polite palaver, Max must move his 

dead deer so it can be dissected for dinner.  

 ―Where did your sure shooting slay the stag?‖ his sweetheart 

says. ―Wolf‘s Glen,‖ Max mutters to mask the scheduled session with 

the conniving Caspar, and excuse his early exit to visit to that vile 

valley. 

 Well, that does it!  Its been a bummer day at best, what with 

the bloody bump on the bean, Max morose, his gun grove gone and 

the cousin with her constant cheerfulness. The mention of the Glen 

pushes everyone over the edge, but--- into one terrific trio.        

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Wie? Was? Entsetzen! / Where? What? How Dreadful! 

 
With powerful and agitated music, the two women when they realize that 

Max is going to the Glen, warn him of its dangers (physical and religious). 

His response is that the huntsmanôs profession does not permit fear and, 

would they approve of him, if he avoided such challenges? Agathe switches 

the argument, pleading for him not to go because she is afraid of something 

unknown; her ñheart is filled with fear.ò The cousin adds musically a 

beautiful balance between the soprano and tenor throughout the trio. 

However, her words generally are banal and largely confined to statements 

of ñlisten to your sweetheart.ò  

The power of the ensemble is quite remarkable, but the participants are 

disappointed in the outcome: Max leaves with a plea to the women; ñnot to 

worry;ò Agathe finally resolved to Maxôs determination, pleads for him to 

ñtake care.ò The cousin continues to counsel, ñlisten to your lady!ò The trio 

reaches its dramatic climax; the principals depart, but in different directions 

as the scene ends.      
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Act II. Scene 2. The Wolf‘s Glen at almost midnight.109 Every 

child‘s nightmare of a horribly haunted hollow hacked from foul flora 

and filled with fearsome fauna--- truly, a devilish domicile.  

 

 This scene‘s setting is as sinister as its songs. Usually you will  

see mysterious mountains surrounding and imposing on a grim gorge.   

This severe slash in the earth is filled with funky flora and fauna. 

The former are largely, large sinuous trees with leaves more the 

exception than the rule. Roosting in their denuded branches are foul 

fowl fauna, satanically-spawned and usually found only on a really 

horrible Halloween. Most noteworthy among them is a large owl, with 

eyes that appear to be aflame. As the action opens, the entire stage 

is suffused with a sickly, leprous-like light and --- if all that was not 

enough evil environment, two thunderstorms are approaching from 

different directions!   

 Apart from the scene seen, the. orchestral opening is not a 

walk in the park either. It is top of the line horror movie-like music, a 

really scary score. Then, unseen  specters initiate the intoning of 

inane incantations. Their music is gloriously ghostly!   

 

 

  

 

 

 Our creep Caspar is in the center of this hellish creation, 

making a circle of black stones with a skull as its centerpiece.   A 

clock, also unseen110 strikes midnight, as he completes his circular 

construction.  

                                            
109 Of course! 
110 I know! It‘s the middle of a forest, but this is opera--- it‘s not required to be 

logical, just musical!  

Milch Des Mendes Fiel Auf Kraut. / Moon-milk falling on the grass.  
This piece is really a masterpiece of ghastly gibberish and malevolent 

melody. What its words and music do not do, its delivery does. Intoned from 

soft to loud and back again, it pictures a less than pleasant place of perfidy. 

Pass on by, people!   
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 Then, our harried, haunted hunter takes a knife and stabs 

the head of the skull (overkill?). He then raises the knife to which 

the skull is now secured, turns three times and in a ―fe-fie-fo-fum‖ 

voice demands the sinister Samiel to appear! By darn, he does! Let 

the baleful bargaining begin! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Basically, Caspar wants an extension of the due date on his 

mortgaged soul. To sweeten the pot, our foul forester proposes as 

his present to the Perdition-person, his present patsy, the malleable 

Max.  In addition, Samiel is informed that our hero who‘s being 

hyped to Hell, wants to secure Satan‘s sale special of the seven 

bullets.  Six will be the designated dupe‘s. The seventh will be 

Samiel‘s which the conspiring Caspar suggests be aimed at Agathe, 

his former fiancé. 111  This Caspar is certainly a contemptible crumb, 

but give this devil in development his dues, cleverly conniving!   

 However, Samiel has no scruples to whom he sells. He buys 

the bargain, but warns the contemptible Casper that tomorrow Hell 

will have a new inhabitant, Casper or Max--- makes no mind to Samiel! 

He disappears amid the usual tacky theatrical thunder-clap.  

 During the just ended eerie escapade and bullet bargaining, 

the impaled skull appears to have imploded. It is now replaced with a 

fire pit complete with a caldron capable for casting the bargained 

                                            
111 That guy sure knows how to hold a grudge.  

Du Weissr, Dass Meine Frist/ Thou knowest my term---.  
In this sequence, Caspar sings his supplications. However, Samiel speaks,  

sounding as seriously stentorian as a sergeant. The clash between the spoken 

and the sung, loudly and dictatorially delivered make this a very remarkable 

and memorable exchange. Our composerôs theatrical instincts meshed 

creatively with his musical maturity 
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bullets. A miasma of music is mustered as the fire flames fiercely 

fanned by fearsome flying fauna. We wait--- warily. 

 There is a problem. Max is missing!  Caspar is concerned. 

Then our main man is seen sauntering into the scene. He is on a cliff 

above an abyss (a.k.a. the ghastly Glen) and does what any other self-

respecting operatic tenor would do, he offers an aria.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 During the descent, menacing music materializes.   

 The climb down is not performed promptly as our guy gets 

ghost-ridden. First his mother, moribund for many moons, motions 

him to ―go back!‖  Casper coaxing our kid to come down into the 

canyon, sics Samiel to spook the spook. Done swiftly, the climb down 

continues. But wait---! Another apparition appears. Its Agathe!  

 It appears to Max that his ‗maybe‖ missus is going to fling 

herself into the fearsome falls flowing into the Glen. 112For reasons 

not immediately apparent, she opts otherwise and vanishes as Max 

makes it to the gorge‘s ground level. Well, that was exciting!   

 From here until the scene ceases, most of the plot is 

expressed in spoken words, with short intervals of singing, especially 

by Max.  Casper largely speaks.  Is he becoming similar to Samiel? 

Throughout it all, the orchestra in full voice is reflecting the 

substance of the largely evil events occurring. 

                                            
112 Did I mention the waterfall? Well, can‘t remember everything! It was called for in 

the original stage directions. However, it proved over the years, to sourly saturate the 

set; it also caused the loss of several stagehands and an occasional soprano and tenor-

-- swept offstage, you know. So, it‘s often cut. Be surprised!  

Ha! Furchtbar Gähnt der Düstre Argrund!/ 

Ha! How fearsome yawns the dismal abyss!:  
Musically, the aria is appropriately agitated given Maxôs surrounding and 

circumstances. Its message though is rather prosaic: this is not a nice place 

but I must go in (down or whatever). I laugh at danger. Ha, ha! 
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 Casper counsels Max that during the bullet birthing about to 

begin, Max must remain mute UNLESS Caspar trembles terribly. 

Then Max must grab hold of the quivering Casper and echo what 

Casper is calling out OR--- they will be lost--- details to follow.  

 Caspar begins by reciting the bullet-building recipe as he 

casts its contents into the cauldron.113   

 He incants a Beelzebub blessing for the bullets soon-to-be.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 As Caspar calls for the correct creation of Satan‘s shots, 

supernatural special effects emerge: the cauldron boils and glows, 

the moon disappears, the owl‘s eyes light up the scene and a gaseous 

green glow begins to encase the environment. 114 

 The first bullet is cast: Eins! (1). Capspar‘s count is echoed 

among the Glen‘s cliffs. Baleful birds swoop down and surround the 

caldron‘s fire.  

 Zwei! (2). A black boar crashes out of the forest and rushes 

across the Glen. 

 Drei!  (3).A stormy wind rises and begins to fell trees. 

 Vier! (4). Noises of an unseen carriage are heard and then, 

four wheels on fire roll through the Glen. 

 Funf! (5). In the air, sounds of horses and hounds are heard. 

Spectral shapes of hunters and hunted deer appear in the sky. 

                                            
113 The recipe suspiciously sounds as if it were cribbed from some Shakespearean 

witches.   
114 There is a lot in this ―casting of the bullets sequence‖ reminiscent of the ―casting 

of the sword‖ in Wagner‘s Siegfred.  

Schütz, de rim dunkeln wacht--- /  

Archer, watching in the dark---. 
More sing-speech than operatic aria, this piece is usually delivered in a 

powerful rhythm. Its message is a call for the soundness of the bullets and 

the presence of Samiel.   
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 That earlier chorus of invisible spirits makes an encore 

appearance. ,                                                    

 

 

 

They add vocal nonsense to the rising chaos in the Glen.115 

 Caspar welcomes all this as prophetic signs that Sam (a.k.a.  

the wild huntsman) will soon be seen!. He counts Sechs as the sixth 

bullet is cast! 

 Quite literally, all Hell breaks loose: the sky blackens, the 

storms that had been threatening explode with a full force of 

thunder and lightning, and flames rise from the floor of the Glen . 

 Caspar wails wildly for Samiel to help him as the final bullet 

is cast and the count called out: Sieben! 

 Max on the edge of this mess grabs hold of a tree blasted by 

lightning. The tree disappears and the Black Hunter116 appears, 

grabbing at Max‘s hand. 

 The storm begins to subside as the Hunter‘s voice booms out, 

―Heir bin ich!‖ (Here I am!.)   

 Max makes the sign of the cross and falls to the ground. 

There is immediate calmness, Samiel (a.k.a. the Black Hunter) has 

disappeared. Caspar is comatose on the ground, but Max makes an 

eager escape as the Act ends. 

 WOW! How‘s about them special effects and George Lucas 

ain‘t even been born yet!   

 

                                            
115 The invented words for this unseen choir are somewhat reminiscent of Wagner‘s 

similar technique for the Rhine maidens in Das Rheingold   
116 Also known as ―Sam.‖ It seems Sameil has more aliases than most persons do on 

post office posters.    

Durch Berg und Tal/O‟er hill and valley. 
Somewhat the same idea as ñOver the river and through the 

woods to Grandmotherôs house we go.ò Not quite the same 

message though!  
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Entr‟acte. This brief musical introduction to Act III largely 

contains music of the familiar and rousing ―Hunters‘ Chorus‖ that will 

be heard in this Act‘s Scene III.  

 

Act III. Scene 1. A parcel of the fir forest not yet developed into 

tract housing, the morning after the Glen gambol. 

 (Since this scene contains only dialogue and its plot pushing is 

redundant117 of what will be related later, it is often cut in 

performance.)    

 The guys (Max and Casper) are grateful they got through the 

Glen ghostliness, but now are having a ―thieves fall out‖ tete-a-tete 

involving bullet inventory. 

   The seven shots they cast, they subsequently shared, 

somewhat: Max got four and Caspar got three.  However, they have 

been shooting like sloshed sailors, so Max now has only one left as 

does Caspar.   

 Max paged to palaver with the Prince calls on Caspar to 

donate his dum-dum to our harried hero for a spare shot. Caspar 

crows cruelly, ―Nein, nichts and no way Jose!‖ 

 Max, maddened by Caspar‘s cavalier churlishness, casts at 

him a Carpathian childhood curse borne from mad Max‘s Bohemian 

upbringing. ―Du mieses Schwein! Ich hasse dich! (You miserable pig! I 

hate you!) Then, he hies off to hail his highness.  

 Chortling at that childish curse, Caspar, to maximize Max‘s 

madness, fires his final shell, the sixth. Now Max is stuck with shell 

seven, the one that is devil-directed! Being new to this netherland 

neighborhood, he does not know Satan will sight the shell. Uh oh! 

 On that complication, the curtain closes.  

                                            
117 This business with the bullets does get complicated, so repeating the count and 

where they go, probably isn‘t a bad idea especially for those of us who may have been 

dozing.   
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Act III.Scene 2. Our heroine‘s haus, also the next morning. 

 Agathe sets this scene by offering an aria. 

 

   

 

 

 

 Towards the aria‘s exit, hammering is heard off-stage. When 

the singing subsides, cousin Äennachen arrives armed as always with 

her ―happy, happys, ‖ and a hammer. 

 The bride is not blushingly blissful. Her wedding eve‘s sleep  

was definitely disturbed with a dreadful dream. Wedding dreams are 

predictions, Äennachen announces. The bride blanches--- hers was a 

bummer! 

 Äennachen always helpful, will interpret. Tell me the tale! 

Agathe divulges the doulful dream: she was a white dove, Max shot 

her, she turned back into herself and lived, but beside her on the 

ground was a great bird of prey in a pool of blood.  

 Äennachen‘s analysis spins the story into something similarly 

sinister; her spun scenario seems senseless.  Agathe is not soothed, 

so Äennachen opts for another option, an amusing aria about an 

aunt‘s dreadful dream.  

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Und ob die wolke sie verhulle / 

 And even if clouds should veil the sky.  
Ever an optimist, our heroine is already in her bridal dress. In a lovely, 

quiet and languid aria, she asks Heavenôs blessing on her wedding day 

in spite of all her fears--- so far, unfounded.   

Einst traumte meiner sel‟gen base. /  

I had an aunt who dreamed one night. 
The aria has two distinct parts. The first is the cousinôs vocal narrative 

of her auntôs dream, more correctly, a nightmare. However, the dream  

monster menacing the aunt, morphs into the family dog. Ha! Ha! 

Agathe is neither soothed nor amused. So, Äennachen tunes up a 

second stanza, a quite lovely and lyrically perfect picture of a wedding 

day and a happy bride. Better reception for this message.   
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 The bridesmaids arrive to serenade the bride; Äennachen 

leaves to get their floral headdresses.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Late in the bridesmaids‘ ballad,  Äennachen ambles in with a 

box. Agathe anxiously opens it to see her bridal barrette of 

blossoms.  

 Woops! Mix-up at the florist. She got a funeral wreath 

instead! No one is amused. Another omen. 

 (Quickly passed over earlier was a ―gypsy curse‘ moment. 

Agathe‘s ancestor‘s portrait had pummeled the parquet again, but 

before this scene started.118 The ugly omens are piling up!)  

 Everyone up to this point has tried to put a positive spin on 

the sour stuff spilling out. However, the funeral flowers filled these 

females with fear.  

 Even the ―never at a loss for laughs‖ lady cousin gives up 

grinning for grimacing. Agathe (ever the perky Pollyanna) thinks of a 

talisman that might take them through the trauma that maybe-yet-

to-be: the hermit‘s blessed roses.119 The cousin is conscripted to 

conjugate those blooms into a better bridal wreath than the burial 

bouquet.  

 As she weaves the wreath, the clever cousin convinces the 

cowed crowd to sing!  Since they had not practiced anything else, 

they encore their bridesmaids‘ song.  Enervated, they exit the scene 

suspiciously, as the scene also exits the stage.  

                                            
118 Remember that off-stage hammering when this scene surfaced? 
119 Recall them, Act II?  

Wir winden dir den Jungfernkranz. /  

With silken bows of violet blue. 
Taking tuneful turns and dancing, the bridesmaids both solo and in 

ensemble, sing a lovely and fanciful tribute to a bride of legend who wove 

her veil and then waited seven years for her lover to return. He finally did 

and they lived happily ever-after.  He had a lot of explaining to do though.  
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Act III.Scene 3. Shortly after, that same day in the fearsome fir 

forest. We‘re at a romantic rendezvous that seems to be sharing 

space with a rifle range, princely pavilion, and Bohemian boys‘ 

bivouac.   

 

 The stage is stuffed with supers set for a festive frolic.  As 

often occurs in opera, the chorus communicates to themselves how 

happy and festive are their lives.  The huntsmen in a real he-men‘s 

hymn, hype the fun of frolicking in the forest, culling an 

overabundant crop of four-footed creatures.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 The Prince surrounded by sycophants, signals that the 

significant shoot should be started.  Caspar signals for Samiel and 

shimmies up a sycamore (or something similarly forestry) so‘s not to 

be seen, but to see the shoot and certainly the seventh shot. 

 Max, already armed from the a.m. with major marks for his 

terrific targeting using Beelzebub‘s bullets, is prompted by the 

Prince to destroy a dozing dove with his final fusillade. 

 As he aims, Agathe and her entourage enter. The bride 

bellows to her beau, ―Don‘t blast that bird boy, it‘s me!‖ Too late, the 

bullet blasts forth; the dove dodges death, but both Agathe and 

Caspar fall to the ground--- fatally finished with the seventh shell 

directed by the Devil? 

 The cacophonous crowd is both tearful and terrified; they 

think Max has downed his darling and some other dude. ―Damn,‖ they 

chorally cry out! 

Was gleicht wohl auf Erden? / 

What joy can compare to the joy of the chase? 
This tune is truly a testimony to testosterone. One of the most familiar 

melodies from the opera, the piece is a brio blast of male voices and 

orchestral brass. Brace yourselves to enjoy!  
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 Agathe stirs, still alive! She only fainted as operatic females 

are wont to do.120 One and all in ensemble, save Caspar, exult elatedly 

that our bride is still breathing. 

 

 

 

 

 Caspar largely ignored, but blanketed with blood is definitely 

Hell-bent since Samiel slips in and sits next to him.  

 Knowing he is checking out, Caspar curses the crowd and 

Heaven. Not nice! 

 For that unacceptable exit and just because he was 

encyclopedically evil anyway, the Prince proclaims he should be 

pitched into the Glen. The huntsmen hasten to hurl him hence. 

Hurrah!   

 The Prince is perplexed, ―This tacky tableau is troubling. 

Max, what does it mean?‖  

 Max spills the beans about the bullets, etc. The Prince is 

really PO‘d. He proclaims our boy better get out of the Princedom 

promptly, permanently and---- you do not get the girl on your way out 

the door!  

 The people plead for a pardon, but the Prince is not in a mood 

to negotiate. His picnic has been pummeled, the potato salad was 

putrid; phooey on this pleading!   

 However, the holy Hermit121 elbows in and prayerfully pitches 

for a pardon.  

                                            
120 In some versions of the legend, Agathe‘s bridal headdress, made out of the blessed 

roses, diverted the bullet. Hence all that earlier business with the bouquet. Lost in 

translation?  

Schaut, o Schaut./  

Look, oh look, (he‟s shot he own bride!) 
In a concerted chorus of concern, the crowd articulates the obvious: 

two folks shot with one bullet, Caspar and Agathe! But are they 

deceased, is the crowdôs question?   

  

Den Heil „gen Preis and Dank! / 

Praise and thank the holy saints! 
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 Since the hermit is a bigger hero with the crowd than our 

highness, the Prince prudently seals the deal and the stipulation: 

Max has a year‘s probation. If he behaves by being wary of the 

ghastly Glen, he gets the girl, the big Kahuna‘s badge of office and 

an only slightly haunted haus!  

 A very elaborate, ennobling (and extended) ensemble ensues.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Exult and exeunt all!  We‘re done here folks! 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

                                                                            
121 Think Charlton Heston in that Moses movie.  

Leicht kann des Frommen Herz auch wanken. /  

Even the pious heart can waiver. 
With a melody and message resembling a Papal Proclamation, the 

Hermit lets the Prince know as a potentate, he is performing poorly. 

Mercy for Max, with a year of good behavior, he will get to acquire 

Agathe.    

Heil unsern Furst! / Hail to our Prince! 
In this beautiful and powerful anthem-like finale, Weber  

brings us back home. The theme from Agatheôs Act II aria 

heard in the Overture, is repeated in the concluding bars of 

this piece.  

 

AUF  

WIEDERSEIN!  
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Original Language: Italian 

Premiére: Teatro Argentina, Rome 

February 5, 1816 

Il Barbiere di  

Sivigilia  

 
  

(The Barber of Seville) 

An Opera Buffa, 

in two or perhaps, three acts 

--- details to follow, eventually. 

Composer: Gioachino Rossini 

Librettist: Cesare Sterbini 
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Who is this “Clip and Comb” Conspiratorial  

Crowd of Pseudo-Spaniards Puling Phrases 

of Italiano-amore malattia?122 . . . . . . . . . . 101.    
 

Tersely Telling a Tuneful Tale Through 

Alliterative Analysis and Musical Musings. 

(a.k.a. Pap for the Impatient) . . . . . . . . . .103.  
 

     Act I. A sixteenth century, serene (so far),  

sequestered square in Seville, sleeping silently 

in pre-dawn darkness . . . . 105. 

     Act II. The flip side of the Act I façade:  

 the grumpy Guardian‘s great room facing onto 

 the serene square. Only a minimum of tempus 

 has fugit since Act I ended. . . . 111. 

           Act III Still, the flip side of the Act I façade:  

        the grumpy Guardian‘s great room facing onto 

          the serene square.123 A rainy afternoon. . . . 120. 

   

                                            
122Also known as (a.k.a.), the Cast.  
123For some scenic variation, the final setting is frequently switched to a music room in 

the Casa, as the initial plotting and scheming of this portion emerges from an alleged 

vocal lesson.  

Where Can I Find--- ?  
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A Concise Clarification  

To Preclude Confusion! 

 

 

 

 

 

Your soon to be witnessed performance of Barber began evolving 

towards this Des Moines Metro Opera production well over two hundred 

and fifty years ago with the 1732 birth of a Paris watchmakerôs son 

christened Pierre-Augustin Caron.
124

  

 

The events that led from that birth to that of Rossiniôs Barber are a 

numerous and colorful lot. Unfortunately, they also encompass several 

countries, languages, and not to mention--- a raft of really interesting 

people: fictional, factual, heroic and/or (hiss!), villainous. Certainly all 

that creates a cache of complexities that could contribute to customer 

confusion, not clarity it! 

 

To further chaotically complicate, rather than simply simplify our 

singing-sagaôs scenario, Barber has an operatic sequel, The Marriage of 

Figaro.
125

 That paired continuation of course also confounds our 

Irreverent Guide guidance to you.  

 

Therefore---in consideration of customer comprehension, and to keep all 

of us from drowning in a deluge of debatable data, we offer the following 

Global Positioning System (GPS) modified if you will, for operatic 

orientation. 

 We start simply enough with that Frenchman named 

Beaumarchais (nee Caron) who had been trying his hand at playwriting 

                                            
124 M. Caron eventually converted his birth moniker into ―Beaumarchais.‖ That occurred 

courtesy of the first of his several wives. His premiere Madame inherited some 

property known as Le Bois Marchal (the Marchais‘ Woods). Our hero trimmed those 

trees into a new name: Beaumarchais (beautiful Marchais). It had more cachet than 

Caron.  
125 Not a usual occurance in Opryland. Wagner‘s Ring cycle is one of the few other 

inter-opera continuations that come to mind.  
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(circa mid-latish 18
th
 century). He returned from a Spanish sojourn with a 

traveling trunk full of stage-worthy characters and situations.  

 

 Shortly thereafter, he whipped-up some of that trunkôs traveling 

baggage into a successful play. It premiered in Paris while the American 

Revolution was revving up. The play was (en francais) Le Barbiere de 

Seville (The Barber of Seville). 

 

 That play was later joined by another Beaumarchais bauble, Le 

Marriage de Figaro (The Marriage of Figaro). This stage success 

showed up coincidently while the French Revolution was beginning to 

roil. Marriage picked up almost all of the Barberôs central characters, 

moved them ahead several years and spun that crew into comedic action 

concerning a 17
th
 century extended, dysfunctional familyôs folderols.   

 

 Over many subsequent years as bees to honey, the two plays 

attracted multiple composers eager to make the masterpieces into 

musicales. One of the first to arrive was the great Mozart and his equally 

blessed librettist, da Ponte. That pair was more attracted to marriage than 

a shave and haircut so, they used the second playôs plot as the textual 

guide for their brilliant Le Nozze di Figaro (The Marriage of Figaro). 

 

 Several years thereafter, Rossini young in operatic career, but 

already quite successful, tackled the shave and haircut play. The 

rhythmic result was and still is an unbelievable success, Il Barbiere di 

Siviglia (The Barber of Seville).  
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   Besides Plays,  Beaumarchais was a really busy boy! 

Beaumarchais, our operatic Barberôs progenitor, is frequently referenced 

simply as ña successful Parisian playwright.ò That does little justice to 

the man, his life, and most importantly, his escapades.  

 

A quick summary of his resume would indicate that he was, in somewhat 

chronological order: wondrous watchmaker, mechanically-inclined 

inventor, musician with tutorial talents especially for the French royal 

family, prudent politician, fugitive-in-exile,  Kingôs spy, publicly popular 

pamphleteer, publisher-savior of Voltaireôs works, arms dealer plus 

revolutionary-supporter of both the American (1776) and French (1789) 

versions, quite a lover and perhaps, an 18
th
 century edition of 

Bluebeard.
126

  A fitting subject for his own opera? Perhaps, but not right 

now.  

 

          Rossini was not the first customer into the Barberõs shop.  

Beaumarcais actually took the first operatic swing at his Barbiere.
127

 He 

originally developed the play as an opera in the style of opera-

comique.
128

 He submitted it for production at the Paris-based Opera 

                                            
126 To some readers, it will be viewed as unfortunate that we have exorcised most of 

Beau‘s background ―stuff‖ along with its scent of salacious capering amid the 

collapsing French court. However, space and time call, ―Cut and keep to the chase!‖  
127 This was not Beaumarchais only operatic venture. In 1787, he developed the 

libretto for Antonio Salieri's  opera,Tarare. (Salieri was Mozart‘s alleged bête noir.) 
The piece was a success despite being very advanced for the time. It has been 

described as almost ―Wagnerian‖ in its textual and musical integration!   
128 That is with musical set pieces (arias, ensembles and choruses) surrounded by 

spoken dialogue.   

Barber Byplay  
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Italiens. Unfortunately, he struck out. The opera was rejected, so the 

ever-resourceful Beaumarchais converted it into a play.
129

 

  

The first composer successfully at operatic bat with Beaumarchaisôs 

barber was Giovanni Paisiello,
130

 a somewhat contemporary (1740-1816) 

of our boy Beau (1732-1799).  In 1782, Paisielloôs very successful 

operatic Barbiere was composed while he was under the careful care of 

Catherine the Great of Russia as her in-residence Court composer. 

Despite the fact the operaôs sunny Spanish setting was born in a St. 

Petersburg winter environment, the work soon gained fame throughout 

Europe. 

 

Another musical makeover of Il Barbiere appeared some fifteen years 

after the Paisiello success.  This time by a Parisian-based composer 

Nicolas Isouard.  M. Isouard was a prodigious creator of operas
131

  and a 

listee on at least, the lower level of Parisôs pantheon of memorable 

artists. His Barbiere, although not a disaster, was critiqued as somewhat 

ñho-hum.ò Today, it appears to have been lost amid the thicket of his 

other works. 

 

Before his death in 1816, Paisiello did have one final burst of glory 

related to his singing spin of the Spanish barber.  Rossini, in that year a 

brilliant musical upstart, gave homage to Paisiello along with a request to 

operatically revisit the old gentlemanôs Il Barbiere.  The request granted, 

Rossini ever the politician, named his version Almaviva, ossia lôinutile 

Precauzione to demonstrate respect for Paisielloôs version. While it 

                                            
129 Beaumarchais‘s operatic libretto and music are lost somewhere in history‘s dustbin. 

While it is assumed that the libretto basically followed the subsequent play, nothing is 

known about our boy Beau‘s musical score.  
130 Paisiello, Italian by birth, was a prodigious composer of 18th century-style operas 

touting up a total of some ninety before shuffling off this mortal coil. His works were 

quite popular internationally, but they did begin to fade from performance under the 

impact of the changing operatic styles of the 19th century, especially those of Rossini  

and later, Verdi.  
131More than forty, up to the point he retired from the game.   
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pleased the old composer, it did not help Rossini. The premiere was all 

but booed from the stage by a pro-Paisiello claque.  

 

Quickly thereafter though, the tide of public and critical favor began to 

turn in favor of Rossini. Fortuitously, Paisiello perished before the tide 

totally shifted. He did not live to see both his operatic masterpiece and 

most of his other compositions relegated to dusty shelves. They grew out 

of musical fashion under the onslaught of operas a la mode ñCode 

Rossini.ò
132

 That Code captivated Europe and changed the continentôs 

musical face.
133

  

 

Begating “Opera Buffa.”  

(a.k.a. The Barber‟s home of operatic record. )  
 

[Note to Reader: Here we digress  briefly for some definitions, that  if undefined 

will make further discussions difficult. ] 

 

In the sixteenth century origins of opera, things were simple so to speak.  

ñOperaò literally was an artistic stew: music, singing, scenery, dancing, 

costumes etc.  All this stuff was stuffed into a story that had its origins 

from tales of very ancient times, mythology or, the Bible. It was always 

very serious stuff and seldom ended ñhappily ever after.ò  

 

As opera began to catch on, all the gloom, doom, moralizing and 

massacring was depressing the box office. So, some comic relief was 

slipped in. Turns out that was the first step on a very slippery slope of 

operatic subject sub-specialization.  

 

First thing you know, folks are talking about serious operas AND comic 

operas. To sound more learned, these opera types were labeled. VOILA! 

                                            
132 See p. 94.  
133 Paisiello‘s Il Barbiere remains a masterful opera even alongside the Rossini opus. 

Still frequently performed today, comparatively its musical creativity is noticeably 

dated.   
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Simple ñoperaò had begat opera seria (serious opera) which in its turn 

begat opera semiseria (sort of serious opera) or, serious with some funny 

stuff thrown in.  

 

Soon though, those were not sufficient, The funny stuff supporters 

lobbied for a full funny-stuff opera. It was begat as opera buffa. or as we 

know it today, comic opera, of which our Barber is the quintessence. 

  

Now all this begetting, continues to roll and operatic sub-specialties 

begin to seriously abound. Further each major opera-loving country 

(Italy, Germany, France, etc) would not share internationally, 

linguistically the label ñbegottenò in their operatic cultures. Further to 

frustrate, each begat label signified a different set of content 

expectations: as examples, music (arias, ensembles etc.) plus spoken 

language, but no recitative (musical mimicking of spoken language) OR 

music, plus recitative OR --- ENOUGH, weôre stopping here! 

 

Rossini dealt masterfully with only two operatic ñbegats,ò seria and 

buffo and almost exclusively in the Italian milieu. So, let us forget the 

other label stuff. We do not need it, at least for a shave and haircut. For 

now just remember as operas historically mature and multiply there is a 

lot of arcane obfuscation occurring.  You have been warned!   

  

 

 

 

 

Rossini through his work, quite literally broke the strangle hold of 18
th
 

century Italian operatic ñtraditionò on 19
th
 century Italian operatic 

composition. He developed new patterns that moved this nationalistic  

operatic form into vastly new directions. 

 

In the Rossini dominated period, techniques of singing and melody were 

altered significantly, and the growing ñromanticò influence rousted 

The Rossini òStyleó  

of  Operatic Composition. 

 



94 
 

antique and stifling dramatic conventions.
134

 Perhaps most importantly, 

the role of the composer in general was advanced to that of creative 

artist;
135

 the balance of power among composers, singers and impresarios 

was significantly shifted towards the composer.  

 

The Rossini ñtypeò opera issued a challenge of change through its 

musical form, orchestral style, rhythmic vitality, and, perhaps most 

importantly, through the role of the music in defining and shaping the 

on-stage drama.
136

  All these conventions became classified as the Code 

Rossini.137
 Through at least the first half of 19

th
 century, that Code served 

for European opera as its ñdo and donôtò equivalents of Roberts Rules of 

Order. It was the template used by most other composers to guide them 

in structuring the musical development of a ñsuccessfulò operatic work.  

 
The Fingerprint of the Rossini òSound.ó 

 

Most of us who enjoy music but are not musicians, eventually learn that 

almost every composer has a distinctive sound, much like painters have 

their individual and (usually) recognizable artistic style. Like fingerprints 

(or snowflakes) there are an infinite number of these styles but each one 

is unique from the others.  

 

In Rossiniôs works especially with his buffa operas like Il  Barbiere and 

Cenerentola, his ñsoundò begins with a musical effervescence, a bubbly 

well-aged champagne of notes.  To that is added a blending of voices, 

frequently in brilliantly arranged ensembles and so precisely balanced 

                                            
134 Apart from radically altering acting and staging, this influence also opened a wealth 

of new subjects and techniques for the operatic stage.  
135 Up to that point, operatic composers were considered ―musical hacks.‖ Their only 

function was to create vocal music to show off singers‘ voices.  
136 Rossini‘s operatic influences are generally credited to have affected most works of 

Italian origin that emerged during his lifetime. Further, the popularity of his work 

internationally influenced non-Italian composers and their efforts. 
137 No relation to Da Vinci‘s.  
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yet differentiated, that your ears can only marvel. Further aural 

enrichment arises with the addition of language precisely rhymed and 

articulated (in the mouths of the right singers) so that it creates a pace of 

its own, both integrated with and independent of its accompanying 

music. Finally, he introduces a technique that uniquely differentiates him 

from all others,
138

  the ñRossini crescendo.ò As his work builds towards a 

climax, itôs verbal and musical rate increases with almost geometric 

rapidity. It approaches a speed so excessive that one thinks distinctive 

words and notes will not survive the onslaught. However, they do, up to 

and through an explosive finale. 

 

 

 

Apart from the above though, it needs to be said that charitably at best, 

Rossini was a lazy composer. He was always late with his commissions. 

Perhaps as a result of chronic procrastination, some of his finest work 

was done in remarkably short periods of time. The Barber of Seville was 

composed in somewhere between seven to fourteen days; La 

Cenerentola birthed a year after Barbe,r took much longer, three weeks 

more or less! However, some biographers claim the librettist took 

twenty-two days for the words and Rossini took twenty-four for the 

music. Whatever, it probably was much quicker than any of us could do. 

 

Rossiniôs operatic overtures
139

 were always composed last and usually 

the night before the premiere performance of the opera. The composer 

claimed the pressure inspired him. That may be, but it definitely drove 

his operatic managers to the verge of violence.  To force his completion 

of overtures for both Otello and La Gazza Ladra, the producers 

barricaded
140

 Rossini in the opera house and refused to let him out until 

the music was delivered.  In the case of Barber, time apparently ran out 

even before the creative juices flowed. Rossini therefore ñborrowedò one 

                                            
138 If none of the preceding have not.  
139 Many of these have also become concert hall favorites.   
140 For La Gazza, his prison was an elegant salon in the venerable La Scala opera house.    

Rossiniõs  Compositional  òCustoms.ó 
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of his existing overtures.  Evidently, those early operatic audiences had 

no short-term musical memory at least for overture retreads or were too 

polite to cry ñfoul!ò 
141

 

 

As Rossini developed more operas, especially opera seria, he grew in 

stature as a dramatist. However, almost from the get-go, he was a 

consummate composer of overtures. Unfortunately, his chronic 

procrastination tended to interfere with his development of a large 

archive of original overtures. The truth be told, a great number of his 

overtures were used for more than one opera and several for more than 

two.
142

  

 

In his later works, Rossini began to abandon traditional overtures. It is 

largely assumed this resulted from his desire to involve the audience in 

the action quicker. One suspects, however, he was just tired of being 

barricaded in those dusty, drafty backstage rooms.  

 

Apart from his habitual lack of punctuality, his compositional demeanor 

was at least unusual, if not downright eccentric.  He always composed in 

his bedroom (unless barricaded elsewhere) and in his dressing gown. He 

also never shaved during his compositional fervor. This latter practice 

led to much joking about an unshaven composer creating an opera about 

a barber. Be that as it may, Rossini is alleged to have claimed that he did 

not shave himself; therefore, it would have been necessary for him to go 

to a barber frequently for shaves. If he had taken that much time from 

composition, the opera would never have been finished. Good point!  

                                            
141 It appears there were more fun and games getting a finalized overture for our 

factotum Figaro than there were for our operatic Count to woo and wed his Countess. 

For further facts on this finagling, see p 105.  
142 Rossini did not limit recycling of his music to overtures. He also used arias and 

ensemble pieces in more than one opera. His duet ―Questo cor ti guira amore‖ was used 

in six operas. Charitably (again), such repetitiveness probably could have resulted 

more from his chronic habit of accepting too many operatic contract assignments over 

short periods of time than it did from procrastination. Further, in his defense, it 

appears he only borrowed from himself.   
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Unlike the Sturm und Drang associated with getting many previous 

Irreverent Guide-subject operas on-stage,
143

 the Barbiere preambles 

were comparatively peaceful.  Its first step onto the stage, however, 

shared a great deal of premiere pain with Pucciniôs Butterfly. 

 

The whole affair began with a commission for Rossini to write two 

operas for the Venetian carnival season of 1816.
144

 At this time, the 

composer was already well regarded by the Italian opera-fanatic public. 

Although he was only six years into his nineteen year, opera-writing 

career, he had produced 15 of his eventual 39 operas.  In brief, he was a 

known and bankable quantity. The first opera of the commission 

Torvaldo e Doliska
145

 was premiered on schedule, December 26, 1816. 

   

Although the subject of the second opera had yet to be identified much 

less started, on the 26
th
 Rossini agreed to have Act I of the second opera 

ready in three weeks! Because of the limited compositional time, Rossini 

and his librettist Sterbini decided to adapt Paisielloôs Barbiere opera. 

Although more than 25 years old, Paisielloôs work was still quite 

popular, as was its now elderly composer.   

 

Rossini, no political fool, requested Paisielloôs permission to adapt the 

earlier plot assuring the new libretto would be a ñreversificationò of the 

                                            
143 As examples, see the Irreverent Guide issues for Un Ballo, Lucia, Samson et Dalila 
and Les Contes.  
144 The commission was initiated by the Impresario of the Teatro Argentina, Duke 

Cesarini.   
145Although it remained in Italian repertoire for many years, it was never a critical 

success.   

Birthing Rossiniõs Operatic Barber 
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original. The proposed opera was also to be renamed Almaviva or the 

Useless Precaution. Paisiello agreed,
146

 however his partisans did not.  

 

The new version of the old opera was created between December 26, 

1815 (the first commissioned operaôs premiere) and February 5, 1816 

(the day before the actual premiere of the second opera).  Acrimonious 

disagreement still exists between one school of musicologists who insist 

the opera was created in thirteen days versus those cheering for fifteen 

days.
147

 All do agree that however long it took, the work was completed 

between 12/26/15 and 2/5/16. Whatever, it was fast!  

 

The good news was the rapid readiness of the piece for its opening night. 

Even though, as to be noted in the subsequent operatic analyses, certain 

parts of the opera were borrowed from already existing Rossini 

materials, the show did start as contractually scheduled. Then came the 

bad news!  

 

While Paisiello may have blessed the Rossini re-do, the Paisello claque 

joined forces with the anti-Rossini claque to turn the first night into a 

fiasco of classic proportions. Similar to the events that trashed the 

Madama Butterfly premiere outing, Il Barbiere was faced with an 

auditorium packed with folks that felt Rossiniôs work, yet unheard, was 

inferior to their pal Paisiello. They were determined to convince at least 

the Venetian opera-going world of their musical judgment acumen.  

  

The cat-calls, the whistling wine bottles etc. were so voluminous and 

constant, the performance could not even be heard by anyone other than 

the singers. If that were not bad enough, a series of on-stage mishaps 

trumped the on-going trashing in the auditorium. Included among the 

documented disasters were: 

                                            
146 Despite Paisello‘s documented acquiescence to Rossini, it is alleged he looked 

forward to a Rossini disaster and primed his claque to assist such an effort.  
147 These people aren‘t busy enough!  
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 The strings on Almavivaôs guitar snapped during his Act 

I serenade to Rosina; 

 Figaroôs guitar suffered the same fate; 

 Basillo fell making his entrance blooding his nose. This 

bo-bo even further amused the crowd when he staunched the flow of 

blood from his nose, on his costume; 

 The very complex Ensemble that closes the final scene 

of Act I was in full flight when a cat appeared on stage.  For reasons 

undocumented, the animal was chased in various directions by the 

eveningôs Figaro,  and Bartolo. The cat struck a compromise by running 

under Rosinaôs skirts. 

 As was the custom of the day, Rossini as the composer 

was presiding over the performance at a piano placed in front of the 

orchestra. He had chosen to wear a coat whose color and style offended 

the audience.
148

 That did not help as things on-stage and in the 

auditorium began to degenerate.  Amid the chaos greeting the final 

curtain, the composer ignored the whole melee, rose to applaud the 

singers and urged the audience to do the same. That simply increased the 

hooting and hissing.  It is said Rossini then went home, promptly went to 

bed--- and slept soundly! The second nightôs performance however, was 

a major triumph and international success swiftly followed.  Go figure! 

 

 

 

 

                                
 

 

 

 

  

                                            
148 Think about that folks! 

FINALLY,  

THE OPERA!  

 
ñI cannot help thinking that Il barbiere 

di Siviglia  for the abundance of true 

musical ideas, for its comic verve and the 

accuracy of it declamation,  is the most 

beautiful opera buffa  there is.ò  

 

                      Giuseppe Verdi, 1898  
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A Sly But Significant Subtitle? 
 

Beaumarchais‘s play which introduced to the world to the barber 

Figaro, was subtitled The Useless Precaution. That subtitle was co-

opted by Rossini and his librettist when the play was used as the 

basis of their opera. Further, The Useless Precaution label was 

creatively and symbolically used throughout the opera.  

 

It first occurs in Act I when Rosina in response to a question from 

Bartillo, tells him that the paper she dropped ―accidently‖ off  the 

Casa‘s balcony was from a trendy new opera, The Useless 
Precaution.   

 

Rossini et. al. in a little inside joke at their own expense have 

Bartolo indicate he does not care for opera, it is ―an exotic and 

irrational entertainment—usually a semi-serious play, a long 

melancholy boring, poetic rigmarole in the worst taste!‖  

 

Subsequently, the title again pops up during the Music lesson 

sequence when Rosina announces the song she will sing is the rondo 

from The Useless Precaution. Bartolo observes that she is always 

―prating‖ about that opera.  

 

Finally, as the opera‘s plotting and scheming begin to resolve in the 

lovers favor, Bartollo confesses to Figaro that he (Bartolo) was the 

person who removed the ladder from the balcony--- hoping to block 

an elopement. That gesture backfired beautifully, and as Figoro 

subsequently observes to Bartolo, ―That was the real useless 

precaution!‖  

 

In a heavy-handed attempt to lead the audience to a plot conclusion 

they are quite capable of reaching on their own, the phrase ―Useless 

Precaution‖ is sometimes translated into English (albeit erroneously) 

as The Guardian Outwitted.  
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 Fiorello(bass). Like Don Giovanniôs Leporello, this Fiorello 

fellow is the facilitating factotum to our undercover Count (see below). Unlike 

Leporello though, he has no humor and is in fact, a competitive candidate for the 

Castilian Curmudgeon of the Year contest!  

 Count Almaviva  (tenor). An amiable aristocratic splinter from 

the royal House of Hapsburgôs Spanish seedlings.
149

 Our Count, concealing his 

Hapsburg heritage, is currently ambling through Andalucia canvassing for a 

Countess. 

 Figaro (baritone). At his business base, a barber--- but not in the 

tradition of the Sweeney Todd, Fleet Street demonic branch. Our fine fellow 
Figaro is in fact, a top-of-the-line factotum.

150
 Much in demand by Sevilleôs 

fashionable and not-so-fashionable families, Figaro famously finagles and 

facilitates all forms of ñmust-doò missions from marcelling and manicuring 

through mate matching and marital maneuvers. His brio is as boundless as the 

bounty bestowed on this barber for his beneficial behavior. Bravo! 

 Rosina (soprano/ mezzo-soprano).151 Securely sequestered but 

lyrically lovable, this sensationally sweet Señorita can be a formidable foe 

and/or a clever co-conspirator. Whatever devious demeanor is demanded for her 

                                            
149 Because of its more than half a millennium longevity, this royal house has more 

variations on the spelling of its household name than a politician has promises. The 

most frequent are ―Hapsburg‖ versus ―Habsburg‖. We have opted for Hapsburg as it is 

usually used in reference to the Spanish royal line of that hapless house and Spain is 

the setting for our singing. Interestingly, the varieties of ―Hapsburg‖ spelling in 

current vogue do not seem to egregiously excite etymologists.   
150 Especially when faced-off against the fatuous, frumpy Fiorello (see above).  
151 This role was originally written for the mezzo-soprano voice. However, over the 

years because of its brilliance and the opera‘s popularity, it was co-opted by sopranos. 

Today among lyrical ladies, it is a showpiece for both vocal ranges.  In the DMMO 

production, the role will be sung by a soprano. 

Who is this òClip and Combó  
 Conspiratorial  Crowd of  

Pseudo-Spaniards Puling Pleasant  

Phrases  of  Italiano-amore malattia ? 



102 
 

to fly the coop of her casa-caged captivity, she complies. For her cool 

cooperation, she is christened a countess. Her coloratura cacophony has carried 

the day!   

 Dr. Bartolo (bass). Dreaming of dominating a donnaôs dowry, this 

bad guy of a barrister and a grumpy guardian has warped wishes for wooing and 

wedding his ward, the sensational sweet Señorita (see above). His demeanorôs is 

so despicably detestable, we will ñbravoò when our Barber et. al. best him.  

 Don Basilio (bass). Not much better in behavior than Bartolo, 

Basilio is at best, a great grifter. He claims to be a churchly cleric as well as a 

practitioner of many less pious professions. Whatever, poor performance 

predominates all his practices, except for scheming and conniving.  This Don, 

masqued as a music master, has his notes soured by the sensationally sweet 

Señorita and her co-conspirator combo of Sevillian senors.  Good riddance to 

this rotter of a roué!   

 Bertha
152

 (contralto). The housemaid in our grumpy Guardianôs 

Casa, she is compliant to that doctorôs demands, especially when it comes to 

sequestering a sweet Señorita. She is bested by the Barber though. As the 

consequence of his apothicarian ability, she spends a great deal of on-stage time, 

sneezing.   

 Ambrosius. (bass). The male counterpart to our Casaôs 

conspiratorially compliant house cleaner. He too is bested by the Barberôs 

mortar and pestle magic. As a consequence, his stage time is largely dominated 

by semi-sleeping.  

 Magistrate, Notary, Officer
153

 (bass), Street 

Musicians and Soldiers. These chorusing, but clearly concerned 

citizens of Seville attempt to enforce civil order in that cacophonous Casa 

situated on what had formerly been, a sequestered, serene square in Seville. To 

the man, they try to maintain serenity manfully. To the man,
154

 they are mostly 

successful. Bravo!   

 

 

 

                                            
152 In various editions, she is named Bertha or Marcellina.  
153 In some scenarios, he is a sergeant. Rank really does not rankle the role though as 

long as he is loudly officious.  
154 Remember this takes place before gender equity.  
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*FYI, according to Webster‘s New World Dictionary (2nd ed.), 

PAP= ―any oversimplified or tasteless writing.‖ Got the picture? 

 

 Before an Overture opens our operatic opus, a Hapsburg 

Court Count (Almaviva) under the incognito cover of a countenance-

concealing cloak, has been casing the colorful corners and serene, 

but sequestered squares of scenic Spain. 

 While on this secretive sight-seeing sojourn, he suddenly 

spied on Madrid‘s meadow, a delectable donna (Rosina) primly 

promenading on that popular Prado.  

 He was swiftly smitten and quickly concluded he should 

coronate her his Countess. Unfortunately, there were 

COMPLICATIONS!  

 Specifically, the country-cruising Count was seen by the 

sweet Señorita‘s (a.k.a. a countess-yet-to-be) suspicious chaperone. 

Since she was in Madrid only to briefly peruse the Prado, she was 

rapidly returned to her real residence, which was situated on a 

sequestered, serene square in sunny Seville. 

 Amid that Seville square‘s cozy covey of casas, our countess-

catching complications were further confounded: the sensational 

Señorita seems to be continuously confined to her Casa‘s corner 

balcony by either a protective papa or a grumpy guardian 

Tersely Telling  a Tuneful Tale  

Through  Alliterative  Analysis  

and Musical Musings   

(a.k.a. Pap*for the Impatient) 



104 
 

(Dr.Bartolo).155 Whoever, the countess-to-be‘s caretaker is certainly 

a crabby and covetous chaperone! 

  As a consequence, how can our Count create a convenient 

conversation with the lady in question ? A conundrum!   

 Our Count is quite confounded, so he simply stays secreted 

around the serene square in Seville, occasionally sending a sub-rosa 

serenade to his sought-after Señorita, while contemplating the  cul-

du-sac his countess (to-be) catching has crashed him into.   

 NOW! The Overture occurs and then, the opus will officially 

open! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                            
155 Do not let his medical moniker mislead you. Titles in those times were topsy-turvy 

from today. Consequently, the Doctor is actually a barrister/lawyer; the Barber (to be 

shortly entering this ensemble), actually is also a physician-surgeon. Do not say, ―Yes, 

but---?‖ Accept it and move on! 

Il Barbiere  Overture 

Off the operatic stage, many overtures have circumspectly worked their way 

into popular public consciousness through concert halls, live action and 

cartoon movies, TV and radio commercials, etc.  The Il Barbiere 

Overture is one of that select band whose music, if not its operatic origin, is 

instantly recognizable when heard.  Such immediate celebrity if you will, is 

largely a result of the musicôs bubbly enthusiasm, and its rapidly increasing 

pace climaxing in one of those masterful Rossini crescendos. It is just plain 

excitingly infectious for the human spirit.   

In the interest of equity though, it should be acknowledged that in the 

Barbiere Overture are the musical seeds of what will become Rossiniôs 

Overture to William Tell. The Tell theme subsequently appropriated by the 

Lone Ranger of long-ago radio, is too much with many of us to not get 

caught up in Rossiniôs Barbiere syncopated sounds that will mature years 

later into the hoof beats of ñthe great horse Silver!ò 

Sorry, got carried away in adolescent memories! At any rate- 

The Barbiere Overture begins quietly, almost  musically musing; it shortly 

softly generates some stern almost militaristic qualities. Then--- it picks up 

speed and begins to generate those William Tell-like rhythms (yet-to-be). 

(TO BE CONTINUED) 
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 CURTAIN UP! Cue the confounded Count and his rowdy 

retinue. Break a leg!   

Act I. 

A sixteenth century, serene (so far), sequestered square in 

Seville sleeping silently in pre-dawn darkness.156 

  

 Into that serene, sequestered Seville square, the Count‘s 

chronically complaining chief cook and bottle washer (Fiorello) 

hustles a hired-herd of motley musicians acquired to accompany the 

Count‘s coming crooning to the sensationally sweet Señorita.  

 

                                            
156 The major focus of the serene square stage-setting is on the Casa wherein the 

grumpy guardian sequesters our sensationally sweet Señorita. An imposing second 

floor, well-secured balcony is usually the Casa façade‘s most noticeable feature.    

Il Barbiere  Overture (CONTINUED) 
The race is now on! Familiar themes begin to energetically emerge, submerge 

and then resurface. All this occurs at that foretold, rapidly increasing pace. 

Finally, the orchestra spins into the musical paradise know as the Rossini 

Crescendo. It is only a poor conductor and/or orchestra that cannot rouse an 

audience into a frenzy of appreciation after the composerôs final ñBa-boom!ò   

Points worth remembering about this remarkable piece: 1. As with Mozartôs 

Overture to The Magic Flute, this opus contains no music from the actual 

opera, yet it conveys the buoyant comic mood of the work perfectly; 2.  The 

Overture used at the 1816 premiere was NOT composed for Barbiere, 

Rossini, behind schedule as usual, ñborrowedò an overture from another of his 

operas; and, 3. The overture he used was later lost, so there is no certainty 

about its sounds, though its thought to be the overture to his Il Turco in Italia 

Overture. 

The loss was no problem! The ever resourceful Rossini borrowed another 

overture he created for his opera Elisabetta, Regina dôInghilterra. That is what 

we hear today! However, to me this brio Barbiere music does not conjure up a 

grim Queen Elizabeth I-like spirit.  Does it do it for you?     

*Which he had earlier composed and used as his overture to Aureliano in Palmira! 
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 For many moons, this combo and crooner have been an on-

going aural occurrence on the serene sequestered square in Seville. 

Such perpetual, perfect-pitch pandemonium has peeved property 

owners, promoted realtor rage and encouraged no increase in casa 

curb appeal!   

 The Count ambulates on and commences to conduct and croon 

a serenade to the sleeping Señorita. The song is sweetly sung and 

then---     shuts down into silence.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ecco ridente in cielo / Far, in the eastern heaven---. 

 
The message being delivered in this brief, lovely interlude is basically, 

ñDay is breaking. So, get up and come to the window! Let me see you! ñ  

ñEcco ridenteðñ  the Countôs opening aria, is a cavatina, which means in 

the format of 19
th

 century Italian opera, it is the entrance aria of a principal 

character, slow paced and with no crazed canaryïlike cadenzas.  

The cavatina originated in the early stages (pun!) of 18
th

 century opera. 

Initially it was a musically simple aria (e.g. no vocal fireworks). However, 

by the early 19
th

 century, ñslowò was added to its characteristics.  

ñEcco ridenteðñ was not the aria used at Barbiereôs premiere. The tenor 

had insisted on singing another piece that allegedly was not even Rossiniôs.  

It proved to be a musical and vocal disaster. The next night Rossini, true to 

form, borrowed one of his arias that already had been used in two of 

Rossiniôs other operas! That is the piece we hear today.  

The substitute was a great success, as the audience evidently had no short-

term memory triggering their earlier meetings with that retreaded music.  

Piano, pianissimo / Softly now, softly there. 

 
A standard stage technique is to open a sequence with a group of characters 

speaking or singing at each other (and the audience) about how, who, 

when, where and what is or was or will be going on. It is a quick and cheap 

path for plot exposition.  

 

Barbiereôs opening ensemble is such a technique. Accompanied by tippy-

toe, be quiet(!) music, the Countôs recruited combo, his belligerent butler 

and eventually himself creep on stage making mucho noise to urge one and 

all to be quiet. Since they have been there before, they identify quickly and 

obviously just for us, the Casa and its Señorita to be serenaded.  Thus, in a 

very few moments we learn a lot! 
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 A pregnant pause prevails. Damn! No sign of the now should-

be-sleepless, Señorita. Unfortunately, also an on-going occurrence! 

Alas!  

 The playing people are paid-off plentifully and gratefully go  

galumphing off to garner another gig.  

 The Count is concerned; he is consistently check-mated by 

the continuously closed Casa. Still, he stubbornly seeks that 

sensationally sweet Señorita to be his companionable Countess. 

However, with no more new and/or monumental maneuvers now in 

mind, our main man only wistfully watches and waits, concealed by 

the Casa‘s corner.  

 THEN--- to rescue our concerned Count, the cavalry comes 

charging on in the form of a singular force-of-nature: a bravissimo 

barber (Figaro)! Although Seville is still sleeping, in a fortissimo song 

filled with sufficient force to rouse the resting residents,  

the factotum flings the facts of Figaro‘s fame and fortune 

In a succinctly sung summation, he surmises that he is the 

town‘s most useful citizen and fortune‘s favorite. This  

character‘s cascade of ―can do‖ claims concusses the Count.  

BRAVO BARBER! 

 

 

 

 

 

Sight  

 

 

 

 

 

Largo al factotum / I am the busiest man in town. 

 

Barbiere  is quite literally crammed with operatic musical gems. At the 

top of that popularity pecking order is the Largo al factotum --- Figaroôs 

introductory aria.  Its music perfectly  introduces  him to us. Even if there 

were no words, the melody would tell you all needed to know about this 

brilliant character. The music bubbles with enthusiasm, and the words 

punched out at warp speed, provide an entertaining insight into Figaroôs 

ñprofessionalò capacity and the wide-ranging demands made on this fine 

figure of a factotum.  The pace and busy-ness of his day are definitely and 

delightfully demonstrated.  

The lengthy but amiable aria is off-stage also, a great concert recital 

favorite of baritones. Finally, thanks to no less a personage than Bugs 

Bunny faking it as Figaro in a classic movie cartoon, the aria (and its 

singer)  has taken on an image in the publicôs mind of ñtheò typical male 

operatic icon to be paired with the singing, horned-helmeted fat lady.   
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 Our Hapsburg hero is made happy as is the belting Barber, by 

determining that as a duo, they had previously been productively 

plotting pals.  

 Queried by his past plotting pal concerning his undercover 

ambulation across Andalusia (with special emphasis on Seville), the 

Count tells his tale of thwarted love and the cruelly checkmating 

Casa.    

 ―No problem,‖ proclaims the Barber! ―That Casa is my cup of 

tea. I am the factotum that makes its family facilely function. The 

sensationally sweet Señorita will shortly be your Senora!‖  

 No sooner sung/said than the subject Señorita slips into 

sight with a billet doux she has developed.  How shall she send it to 

her secretive serenader, she musically muses?   

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 The sweet Señorita sees the two senors. Before she can 

deliver her delicate document to that duet of Dons, her grumpy, 

grungy guardian gratuitously bursts onto the balcony demanding the 

document.  

 Oops! The Donna dexterously drops the billet doux to the 

Dons downstairs. No fools they, they quickly conceal it. The Donna 

Non e venuto ancora / I can‘t see him anywhere.  
A recitative* sequence (for alliterative enlightening, follow the arrows) begins 

with Non a venuto--- as Rosina looking for her serenader, makes her first 

appearance, albeit barricaded on her balcony. Shortly, Bartolo will follow. 

The sequence will then have all four principals on-stage for the first time and 

Rossini uses it to maximum advantage. In a very few recitative-style lines, the 

composer indicates the essentials of both Rosina and Bartolo for the benefit of 

Figaro and Almaviva. While the guardian is ruthless, the girl is quite clever 

and fearless. Consequently, the Count is even more captivated. Thus 

motivated, he launches into his second serenade after Bartolo beats it from the 

balcony.__________  

*A convention unique to opera, the recitative melodically imitates the spoken voice. 

It is a substitute for spoken dialogue and is very ―de rigueur‖ in many but not all 

operas. Why? That is a long story, so let us just move on.     

  

CONTINUED 
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then cleverly cajoles the grumpy Guardian to find the document 

dropped downstairs.  

 As the dupe descends, the Count speed-reads the Donna‘s 

(a.k.a. the sensationally sweet Señorita) dropped document.  It says, 

―Identify yourself my sweet serenader and your ultimate intentions! 

Whatever they are makes me no mind! Later today, when my grumpy, 

grungy Guardian goes gamboling from this confining Casa, I will 

escape to you.‖ --- or words to that effect. 

 (This Miss‘s mother obviously never taught her that personal 

parlance with people you are just passing in the park or promenading 

on the Prado is not prudent; nor should one elope with just anybody--

- especially before the first date!)     

 Nervous, with the note unfound and other nonsense nagging 

at his nerves, the grumpy Guardian decides he will wall off the 

balcony.  

 Also, he is weary of this ward-watchful, wary warden work. 

Therefore, as an added precaution, he will marry the sensationally 

sweet Señorita. She has one devil of a dowry, you know!  

 Meanwhile, under the balcony, the sweet Señorita‘s 

circumspect correspondence has encouraged the Count in his 

countess-quest.  

 The Count‘s correspondence celebration is somewhat 

curtailed when the fantastic factotum (a.k.a. Figaro) fills him in on 

the Casa‘s comings and goings: the grumpy guy is in fact just a grim 

guardian NOT a protective papa. That is good for our Count‘s 

courting!  However, that non-familial fact facilitates the grim 

Guardian‘s foul fishing for his ward‘s wealth.    

 The grim Guardian does shortly quit the Casa to meet with 

mendacious minions that will tout suite, manipulate his misbegotten 

marriage mission coup!   

 
CONTINUED 
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 While the Señorita seeks her serenader‘s sobriquet, the 

serenader himself is still swathed in secrecy to secure the family 

fortune from fortune-hunting females . Therefore, he is silent on his 

career as a Count. In his soon-to-be sung serenade to his 

sensationally sweet Señorita, now situated to be seen (and 

serenaded) from the square, he sells himself as a struggling student 

(Lindoro).  Now--- to the singing of the serenade.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Se il mio nome saper voi bramate/You want to know who comes-?  

 
Few operatic principals are gifted by composers with back-to-back arias. 

Turandotôs Liu is one such exception. Another is Rossiniôs gift to 

Almaviva--- the two back-to-back Barbiere  serenades. 

By shortly following the Countôs earlier cavatina, the more florid style of 

Se il mio-- is clearly defined.  The aria probably could qualify as 

everymanôs concept of a Spanish serenade. 

Accompanied only by guitar, the piece is quietly lovely (People are still 

sleeping, you know!) In its text, the Count spins his incognito tale of the 

starving student (Lindoro) with nothing to offer his beloved except his 

heart, etc. 

Musically encouraged by both Rosina and Figaro, the Count continues his 

romantic rhythms with increasing enthusiasm. The serenade however, 

never reaches satisfactory musical closure, as Rosina suddenly has to beat 

it off the balcony. Someone is coming!  ñLindoroò is left bereft in mid-

scale.      

 

All‟ idea di quell metallo / When I hear your lordship mention---. 
 

As Rosina disappears, an extended rollicking musical sequence begins 

between the finagling Figaro and the captivated Count. (See below for 

alliterative  analyses of the remaining action.)  In what is essentially the 

Act I (or if you prefer, Scene 1) finale, the sequence offers a range of 

operatic musical forms: recitatives, short arias, duets (a.k.a. ensembles).  

Irrespective of form, the musical tone remains buoyant and celebratory; its 

pace continually increasing a la Rossini. In the right throats, it is both a 

musical and acting tour de force for the two male principals.  

In the course of this musical cascade, Figaro very much in charge of the 

situation, hatches his sure-fire scheme to secure the Senorita, gives the 

Count a lesson in drunken demeanor, and provides directions to his 

tonsorial parlor (dictated in a brief, but delightful aria).   The romp ends 

with the pair exiting while still happily dueting; Figaro fantasizing about a 

big boost to come to his factotum finances, and the Count contemplating 

his clever countess soon-to-be.   
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 Despite the Donna‘s dramatic departure, the Count is 

completely captivated. He must meet this Miss today! The factotum  

must facilitate a Casa-capitulation for the Count‘s easy entry to a 

Donna date!  

 The Barber beams as he has a scheme! Today, the troops are 

trundling into town. Our courting Count, impersonating an important 

infantry-individual, will be quartered in the Casa by official order --- 

much better than being billeted and bedded in the barracks.  

 As final filigree, our courtly Count must pretend to be pie-

eyed from pinot. Who would suspect a soused soldier as a sweet 

Señorita seeking-spy? 

 To finalize this frenetic facilitation, the re-found friends 

will fraternize shortly at our factotum‘s facial facilities.    

 As the damask drape drops, the dynamic duo of Dons 

departs. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Act II (or, Act I, Scene 2).157  

Place: The flip side of the Act I façade: the grumpy Guardian‟s 

great room facing onto the serene square.  

Time: Only a minimum of tempus has fugit since Act I ended. 

  

 This Act‘s action begins with alacrity; no orchestral ―on-your 

guard‖ to get us oriented.  

                                            
157 If you have forgotten these fuzzy facts, see p.5, footnote #2. Prepare to be 

surprised, again!  

P.S. In its original form as the men and their music exit, the Count‘s bane of a butler 

(remember him?)  is brought back on. In recitative style, he lets loose with (again) a 

Leporello-like series of complaints against Almaviva. He then ends the Act with a 

threat to quit the Count. The sequence fortunately, is quite short but anticlimactic, 

considering what  musically has proceeded it; also, it adds nothing to the progress of 

the plot.  Fortunately, it is often axed in performance. Be surprised!      
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 The Scene simply starts with a song from our sweet Señorita 

setting forth her determination to dispose of any one dumb enough 

to deter her from seeing and subsequently singing with, her starving 

student suitor.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Then, with her vocal fires briefly banked, our scheming but 

still sweet Señorita recitatively reflects on how to route another 

billet doux to her studious suitor.   A secure delivery is daunting; all 

those around are simply simple sycophants of her greedy Guardian. 

Save one? 

 The facilitating factotum seems friendly with the Señorita‘s 

suitor. Could he safely secure the document‘s delivery? 

 No sooner speculatively sung than that factotum friendly 

with her starving student, sidles into the salon to sing of that 

studious suitor to the Señorita.  

Una voce poco fa / Once a song at break of day---. 

 
Una voce--- is one of the great and glorious arias of the female repertoire and 

probably the justification for mezzos and sopranos diva-ish dishing each other 

to claim it as exclusive property of ñtheirò vocal territory.  In the aria, Rosina 

by herself is letting herself (and us) know her tenuous temperament and how 

she will combat her guardianôs unacceptable attentions and intentions.   

  

Despite its frequent florid flights, the aria begins firmly grounded and slow-

paced. Its early declamatory stage (pun!) sets forth in firm musical strides, her 

love for the starving student. As she musically moves into outlining her 

guardian-besting belligerence, the melody seems to move against the words. 

The more combative her planned demeanor, the more the music lightens, 

quickens and bounces along. Her vocal ñcrazed-canaryò carrying-on also 

compounds. This exhaustive example of bravura belting ends brilliantly way 

up in the vocal rafters.   
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 Suddenly, galumphing is overheard! The grumpy Guardian fast 

following our factotum? 

 Quickly! To hide and hear the household‘s hated hector, our 

facile factotum flings his figure under the cover of concealing 

curtains.  

 The bad guy Guardian bursts in bellowing that the blasted 

Barber has made the maids and menservants miserable with 

medicinal ministrations and nauseous nostrums.  

 This graceless Guardian then buries our devious Donna under 

a bullying barrage about her business with the Barber.   

 However, the devious Donna consistently checks her cruel 

chaperone‘s tantrum of tricks and tirades. Then, she coolly quits the 

scene!  

 This grumpy guy just won‘t give up though. The senior 

servants are summoned and subjected to an instant replay of baleful 

bullying about the Barber.  

 To no avail! The factotum‘s phony pharmaceuticals have 

silenced the senior servants; one can only seriously sneeze 

sequentially (Berta) and the other (Ambrosius), yawningly yawns 

perpetually.   

 Thus bested, our bad guy Guardian vows to vent his venom on 

the factotum, when found.  

 Then like a faux deux ex machina, the grumpy Guardian‘s  

guide for grifting (Don Basilio) slithers into the salon.  While a pitiful 

practitioner of many problematic professions, this charlatan cum 

cleric is currently cloaking his machinations playing a pedantic 

purveyor of note-worthy euphony (a.k.a. music master).158  

 Always the beatific bearer of bad news, the mangy music 

master confides to the ward‘s weary watchdog that the no- account 

                                            
158 As will shortly be seen though, he is best at creating only note-worthless cacophony!   
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Count from the Madrid meadow has been seen sight-seeing in Seville! 

Horrifically, he has been spotted, sauntering in this serene square 

where now we speak! Could he be seeking your winsome ward? 

 At that alarming announcement, the two cut-rate Dons 

immediately coalesce into a council of conspiracy.  

 The mangy music master snakeishly suggests a simple 

solution. Spread a scandal! Assemble a wagonload of word-of-mouth 

maligning to hurtfully harass that hapless Hapsburg and harry him 

out of town! It is only slightly louche and low-cost too! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 To calumny-creation, the cretinous chaperone‘s cantus 

conclusion is, ―Stifle the scandal scheme! It takes too much time! 

Nuptials are niftier and quicker. Better than communicating calumny, 

concoct a contact! Make my marriage our mission for mañana!‖--- or 

words to that effect.   

 As these devious but determined Dons depart to do their 

dirty deeds, the drapes divulge the buried Barber (remember him?) 

as the sequestered Señorita scoots swiftly into the Sala.  

La Calunnia è un venticello / Start a slander, the merest nothing---. 
 

As the possible ancestral role model for Gilbert and Sullivanôs ñpatter songs,ò 

La Calumnia  is quintessential Rossini in music and text. 

Musically, the piece begins slowly, slimily insinuating the innocuous start of a 

rumor meant to ruin.  The music picks up its pace faster than the wordsðthe 

words continue their slow insinuating rhythm and tale for a while.  However, 

by the time the two match in rapid pace, their story is now describing a 

veritable storm built from an untrue scandal---- impossible to control let alone 

stop. The ñinnocentò victim is finally hounded out of polite society!  

A classic high-ranking member of the basso repertoire, the aria appears 

frequently in concert halls apart from the opera. It is again, the perfect 

matching of text and music. Even if you could not get the gist of the text, the 

music alone would probably communicate to you the central thrust of its 

argument.  
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 To our Donna, the Barber regurgitates the devious Dons‘ 

duplicitous dealings. He also with certainty states that the starving 

student‘s sweetheart is our sensational Senorita. SI! SI! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 As our Donna dreams of her dietary-deficient Don, the 

grumpy bad guy who is also a bumptious barrister, bustles on to 

berate and otherwise bully her. Little does he know that before long 

the beauty he is besieging will brilliantly best him!   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dunque io son! / Then it‟s me! 

When Figaro teasingly reveals to Rosina that Lindoroôs ladylove is in fact 

R-O-S-I-N-A, a delightful duet begins.  

Rosina launches into musical filigree waxing rhapsodic over the fact she is 

loved! Figaro in turn, fills the girl in on the details of the coming meeting 

with Lindoro. He also comments admirably (for benefit of the audience) as 

to Rosinaôs scheming abilities.  

As the duet moves forward, Figaro advises that the student wants a token of 

Rosinaôs affection, a letter. The girl plays hard-to-get on that subject, but 

then finally produces the already written letter--- gaining more admiration 

sotto voce, from the Barber.  

As the music reaches its rapid climax, Figaro leaves to deliver the 

document, commenting on the mystery of women.  

Throughout, the music is light and happy, and finally expands into the 

characteristic Rossini rapid pace.  The vocal filigrees also expand, on the 

part of both Rosina and Figaro. 

Here again we hear a perfect matching of musical and textual 

communication. 

A un dottor della mia sorte / I‟m  a lawyer of experience.  
A un dottor --- is Bartoloôs major aria, and in the Rossian manner, a true tour 

de force and a concert favorite! Musically and textually, it begins in a pompous 

pedantic manner.  It is Bartoloôs intention to let Rosina know he is a 

distinguished lawyer, a formidable forensic foe and deserving of her 

admiration and respect. Wrong! 

His didactic manner continues as he warns her of his prosecutorial skill. He 

then begins to musically examine ñevidenceò that she has musically 

mentioned. That musical maneuver was to maintain her manufactured myth 

masking the message in that mysterious missive she managed deflect from the 

Casaôs curmudgeon.    As if conducting a trial, the bumptious Bartolo asks and 

answers his own questions, in an attempt to shred her story.   

With no musical response to his brilliant barrister brief, he urges her to 

confess! All will be forgiven! Her continued silence infuriates both the song 

and the singer; the musical pace and volume increase.  

Bested by the Senoraôs silence, Bartolo explodes musically and storms off to 

arrange our Donnas domicile detention.    
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 The Donna also departs determined to defuse any gyrations 

the grumpy Guardian is getting together. He will be beaten before he 

even begins!  You can bet on it!   

 The she-servant person, still sneezing, sweeps in (pun!) 

summoned by the sounds of the unseeingly set-to between the Casa‘s 

senior Senor and sequestered Señorita. Its Andalusian angry argot 

was audible in the outside avenue. A curious crowd is congregating!   

  The servant‘s searching for the source(s) of the Sala‘s sour 

sounds, is suddenly segued to a commotion in the Casa‘s corridor 

created by a soused soldier.159 The Count, now cloaked by several 

incognito cover-ups, is the cause of the commotion.  

 Despite his miasma of merlot, he is given a courteous Casa       

―come-in‖ by the sneezing servant.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                            
159 Soused soldier née starving student Lindoro, née Count Almaviva. Keep track! This 

is just at the beginning of getting complicated!  

Ehi, di casa-- buone gente /Oh, good morning! Who‟s at home here? 

Now begins an expanding ensemble that despite its position comparatively 

early in the piece it marks the beginning of the Act I Finale. Within the 

context of opera buffa, this type of ensemble is an essential characteristic. 

By its conclusion, all principal characters must be on stage enthusiastically 

participating in the musical exchange by definitively expressing their point 

of view to the situation. The musical pace will be increasingly rapid, the 

dialogue delivered in an articulate ñpatter.ò  It is beautifully composed and 

delivered, chaos.  In effect, it is the operatic equivalent of a Christmas 

pudding, delightfully stuffed with memorable music in lieu of mellow 

mincemeat!  

In delivery, the ensemble is organized by compositional design, not genre 

mandate, into three sections. Ehi, di casa constitutes the first portion. It 

begins with two of the singers brought onto an empty stage by a logical 

situation, a knock at the door. The music begins as a calm exchange between 

the still-sneezing servant Berthe and the drunken, but courteous soldier, 

Almaviva.  The music with its quiet militaristic beat matches their mood and 

dialogue modestly.  Then the bullying barrister Don Bartolo, bustles on and 

we now have a duet between two of the principals (Almaviva and Bartolo),   

Berthe ever the soul of discretion, smells something burning in the kitchen 

and cuts off-stage for cover. (TO BE CONTINUED)  
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Ehi, di casa-- buone gente (continued) 
 
Shortly, Señorita Rosina, summoned by the set-to, sashays into the Sala and 

joins the singing, We now have a trio interspersed with frequent duet-al and 

solo asides, both independent and overlaid with whatever else is being 

stingingly slung. 

The trumpeting tone of the trio and the din of a duel* brings both Berthe and 

Basilio back. We now have a quarreling quintet! Soon, a sextet.  Figaro, fixing 

to finalize the filigreed flights of fighting, not to mention the dubious duel and 

with his barber basin at the ready, barrels into the battle. He also wisely warns, 

ñCool it! The cops have been called and are coming!ò 

Too little, too late! The gendarmes are at the gate and the paddy wagon is in 

position!                                                                                         *(see below) 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 The courtesy of the Casa is quickly curtailed as the 

household‘s senior Senor stomps in to send the soused soldier 

somewhere else--- anywhere else but the Sevillian sector of 

Andalucia! 

 The blustering barrister‘s barrage of do not ―come-a to my 

Casa‖ crashes quickly. The slurring soldier stubbornly settles down 

into the barrister‘s bucolic billet, ignoring all semantics to send him 

somewhere else.    

 The sweet Señorita drawn to the din slips in to the Sala and 

sees the soldier.  

 Amid the ―sturm und drang‖, our soldier slips to the sweet 

Señorita, the noteworthy news that he is her starving student 

sweetheart. S‘wonderful! 

Note to readers still with us.  The on-stage action concerning 

the Ehi, di casa--- portion of the Ensemble are alliteratively 

attacked and arranged below in order of performance.  
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 However, and in the meantime, the grumpy Guardian‘s been 

goading the garrisoned guy so gracelessly that a duel develops. Mon 

dieu!  

 This is not a serious exchange of epées. The essential 

excitement is really a handkerchief hoax to hide a letter launch 

between lovers.  However, the senior Senor in mid-sword swipe sees 

the sweethearts‘ switcheroo.160 He demands the document which had 

been dropped.161 The dexterous and devious Donna demurely delivers 

the local laundry list.  

 BRAVO! The bumptious barrister is beautifully befuddled by 

enumerated britches, bloomers and bustiers,  

 The embarassed barrister, now doubly determined to conquer 

the Beaujolais besotted soldier, restarts his sword a-swinging. 

 The Sala‘s capacity is crowded further as our factotum 

fellow saunters in shadowed by the mangy music master. Called by 

the commotion, the two seek the sources of the Sala‘s sights and 

sounds.  

 All those already Sala-situtated, attempt to recount for the 

factotum fellow and the mangy music master, the reason for the 

riotous room. That only manufactures a more mal-melodious mêlée 

creating a crashing  of continuous crescendos.   

 Those continuously crashing crescendos coming from the 

Casa cause a cadre of civil constabulary to quickly come calling.  

  

 

 

 

 

                                            
160 This is one of those operatic plot things that is more quickly comprehended when 

sung and seen than read in bed.  Trust me!  
161 This is really a clumsy crowd of conspirators; they keep dropping documents! 
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 Cripes! The coming of the constabulary has only compounded 

the cacophonous chaos.   

 The soused soldier, although arrested after being cited by 

the Casa crowd as the cause of the chaos, is cut loose by the 

constabulary. Why? We suspect that this Seville security squad has 

been silently shown a ―do not go to jail‖ card ‗cause our Count 

character is a cousin to the Crown.  

 While that says it all for the civil soldiers, the card‘s secrecy 

from the Casa crowd causes cries of confusion. ―Who is this 

character that can be cleared so quickly and quietly of creating an 

uncivil climate?‖  

Fermi tutti, nessun si mova / In the King‟s name, stay where you are now! 

One of the great glories of words set to music as opposed to just words, is that with 

the former, multiple conversations at the same time can be communicated through 

musical variations. Just plain words from multiple speakers simultaneously, would be 

just plain gibberish.  

The previous Ehi, di casa--- is an example of musicôs ability to communicate 

multiple points of view at the same time.  A non-musical reading of the same 

material in the same manner would be mental mush! 

As Ehi, di casa ends there are seven singers on stage, all the operaôs principals and  

comprimarios (save one) . They engage in a lively septet, ending the ensembleôs first 

part. Now, Rossini ups the ante! The civil guards crash in with the subtle Rossini 

equivalent of a police raid.   

At musical forte, the chorus of guards and their sergeant take center stage. They 

demand to know what is occurring.  With the exception of the Count, each principal 

takes a musical turn to blame the commotion on a sauterne-saturated soldier. The 

interplay among the singers is very quick and overlapping. It climaxes with the arrest 

of the Count/soused soldier! 

The Count presents the Sergeant with a paper. It is silently read and the Count is 

straight away released, to the consternation of all the others. With a deliberate 

musical slowness, each of the observers expresses their mystification at this sudden 

turn of events: the guilty guy is getting off! The guards refuse to listen to the protests 

of the principals et.al. All are ordered to disperse.   
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 ―Peacify your palaver,‖ the put-upon police proclaim to the 

puling people! ―Go home! ―¡Vete a casa!” 

 Regretfully, that appropriate order to restore order cannot 

be obeyed. This current ―scene of the crime‖ Casa is the hacienda 

hailed as home by most of this musically muttering mob.  So, where 

do they go? Ay Carumba!  Another angst!  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Confounded once again, the crowd demurs to depart. Instead, 

they commence to comment how all this commotion has caused 

terrible trauma to their temperament. En chorale, they effectively 

end the ensemble observing, ―This eternal pitter-patter ‗tis enough 

to drive one mad.‖   

 That chorus of chaos closes the curtain!  

 

Act III (or, Act II sometimes).  

PLACE: Still, the flip side of the Act I façade: the grumpy 

Guardian‟s great room facing onto the serene square.162  

TIME: A rainy afternoon, but the same din-filled day of the 

constabulary‟s chaotic call on the Casa.  

  

                                            
162 For some scenic variation, the final setting is frequently switched to a music room 

in the Casa as the initial plotting and scheming of this portion emerges from an alleged 

vocal lesson.  

Mi par d‟esser con las resta/ All this noise and this commotion---.  

 

The final part of the ensemble finds all on-stage complaining about the 

continuous cacophony. It has spoiled their sunny dispositions, handed them 

headaches and lurched them about so much, they should be seasick.  

In these last musical moments, we have finally reached the pinnacle of a 

Rossini finale: maximum volume, pace and pronunciation. Lose your place 

and you will be drowned in a deluge of sublime sounds.    
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 With no percussive pleading for people to plotz in their 

places, the performance proceeds to promptly play.  

 Our now befuddled barrister is ruefully ruminating in 

recitative, that the mañana melee‘ mulched a ―buenos días‖ into a 

―buenos disaster.‖  
 He surmises the soused soldier was sent by that no-account 

Count to case the Casa concerning the whereabouts of the winsome 

ward.  

 Unfortunately, that premise is prevented from further 

processing by a din at the door. A cleric (Don Alonzo) comes in.  

 That is no cleric! That is the clever Count --- once again, 

under another incognito cover.  

 ( How commendable! The Count‘s cast of covert characters is 

more comprehensive than the creatures in Lon Chaney‘s cinematic 

closet! )  

 Bundles of banal blessings are then beatifically bestowed by 

the charlatan cleric onto the Casa‘s surly senior Senor.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

Insomma, mio signore----/ And pray sir---? 

This long recitative passage between the pseudo-cleric and the embattled 

barrister begins  with a demand for the yet-to-be known clericôs name as 

well as his plans while on the premises. Considerable conniving then 

occurs as alliteratively outlined below. Movement back into a melodic  

mode will materialize when the Music Lesson sequence shows up--- 

shortly.  

Pace a gioia sia con voi./ Heaven send you peace and gladness. 

  
As the Count in a charlatan cleric  comes into the Casa, Bartoloôs recitative 

moves into a musical ensemble between himself and the conning Count. It 

focuses almost exclusively on the continual bestowing of obsequious 

blessings. The introductory music is politely regal for that purpose. 

However, Bartoloôs asides advertise his mounting but  musical annoyance 

at the clericôs constant forelock tugging. The Count also adds to the 

melodic mélange with frequent asides offering himself strategic advice. 

Their asides, although independent, appear as a fast-paced duet. That 

dynamic ñindependentò duet periodically reverts to the more regal 

blessings.  

This very clever sequence both in terms of words and music, ends with 

Bartolo at the height of  impatience. 

Now, no more musical mincing! We are going into rough-stuff recitative to 

assist, considerable conniving. 

 

 

---on to  

Recitative! 
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 The cleric confronted by the Casa‘s commander-in-chief, 

confesses he calls himself Don Alonzo an apprentice of and co-

conspirator to Don Basilio.  

 That clerical co-conspirator of the Casa‘s Senior is ailing, 

done in by a disabling disease and confined to his simple cell in the 

Cloister. Consequently, he cannot come to the Casa to deliver to the 

Donna, this day‘s didactic ―do-re-mi‘ duties.   

 However, Alonzo is the alternate offered by the bed-ridden 

Basilio. The pseudo-cleric also quietly confesses (pun!), he is his pious 

peer‘s companion in calumny-creation!  ―So you say,‖ our Senor says, 

suspiciously.  

 Our Count is quick; He senses the senior Senor‘s suspicions. 

Therefore, to subdue the Senor‘s suspicions, he spontaneously 

concocts a sham scheme to skewer the Count‘s courting and secure 

the sweet Señorita for the senior Senor.   

 Putting forward his plan, the pseudo-cleric proposes, ―Grumpy 

Guardian, before lyrical lessons in graceful gargling for your winsome 

ward, let us gab about generating gossip grungy enough to hassle a 

Hapsburg.‖ The grumpy Guardian gladly goes for it.    

 Alonzo and Almaviva are billeted in the same Seville-situated 

Bed and Bistro. There, the conniving pseudo-cleric copped onto a 

communication to the Count from the Casa‘s commander‘s winsome 

ward.   

 The calumny concocting, but clever Count (a.k.a. Lindoro) 

counsels the Casa‘s commander to let him (the pseudo-cleric) use the 

copped communication to convince the sweet Señorita of Seville, she 

is being conned by a conspiracy of her starving student and the no-

account Count.  



123 
 

 (If the pseudo-cleric‘s calumny concoction seems a confusing 

con and very likely, illogical--- even to the lowest-IQ, live with it! 

That is how Opryland operates!) 

 (The Count actually concedes confidentially that his 

concocted communication con was possibly as porous as a kitchen 

colander. However, he was caught he thought, by the Casa‘s chief‘s 

concerns about the pseudo-cleric.)  

 Never mind! The sweetheart Señorita is summoned. She 

sashays in smiling at the pseudo-cleric since she spies through the 

clever Count‘s (a.k.a. her lothario Lindoro) disguise. ―Sweet Señorita, 

sing your songs at the spinet,‖ the Casa commander commands!    

 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Music Lesson Sequence: 
 Contro un cor che accende amore / When a heart by Cupid‟s arrow---. 

Two tales (at least) are told about Contro un cor and its evolutionary progress 

since the Rossini writing.  

The first more than twice-told tale is:  This sequence was originally written as 

a trio among Amalviva (as Don Alonzo), Rosina and Bartolo. (Some sources 

describe it as a duet--- not going to go there though, we are far enough afield 

already!) The original trio was allegedly lost at some point after the premiere.  

The composer rather than dashing off another entry (as was his usual 

custom), left the filling of the void in the vocal lesson to the discretion of the 

prima donna presiding at the performance. She could substitute her own song. 

(Always a dangerous option.) Such substitutions still occasionally occur,  but 

some of the substitutes are truly bizarre. One notorious performance had Over 

the Rainbow as the chant of choice!  

While a good story, numero uno is apt-to-be apocryphal. Tale two probably 

has more truth--- some of which hopefully follows. As earlier noted, Rossini 

originally wrote the part of Rosina for a mezzo-soprano.  This darker voice, 

in the mind of the composer, presented more musical contrast among the 

tenor and baritone voices of the other two principals.  In addition, Rossini had 

no tolerance for the operatic custom of his day wherein singers freely 

embroidered arias to show off the ñgloriesò of their voices rather than the 

composerôs intent. 

Rossini fenced off that practice by reducing to paper the precise 

embellishments that would be permitted within the piece---- a practice other 

composers  bypassed, because singers ruled.  

However, Rossini had the clout and cohones to counter that practice.  

However---in the latter part of the 19
th

 century after Rossiniôs death, 

coloratura sopranos who had long coveted the part because of its musical 

richness  made their move!  With the cooperation of conductors not wishing 

to dish it out with their divas, Rosinaôs music was modified---( CONTINUED)    
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The Guardian Outwitted 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 As our Señorita sweetly sings, her loving Lindoro softly and 

simultaneously sings, assuring her of a favorable future. 

 At the same time, the senior Senor nodding nearby and 

soothed by the Señorita‘s song, has missed the melodic mixed 

message passed between the plotting, but playful pair.   

 Responding risibly to the roulades and scalar scaling, our 

bullying barrister becoming blissfully beatific, begins to, as only a 

basso can, bray a ballad.   

 

 

 

 

Quando mi sei vicina/ Tell me if you have seen her.  
This lovely albeit very brief musical moment, is Bartoloôs rejection of 

ñmodern opera.ôò He recalls an older quite lyrical melody from his youth. 

However he shortly stops singing, but as the orchestra continues, he 

begins to dance.   

 

Contro un cor che accende amore--- (CONTINUED) 

---sufficiently to permit these covetous canaries to co-opt the part for their 

own. However, Rossiniôs compositional complexities precluded Contro un 

cor che from satisfactory adaptation. Clever composer! Therefore, it 

became operatic custom that the soprano singing the sequestered Senorita 

was permitted to select her own song, an aria of choice from elsewhere.  

Under the impact of the Rossini revival in the 20
th

 century, as well as the 

availability of more true mezzo-soprano voices, the sopranoôs dominance 

of the role eventually was diminished to a ñsharingò with mezzos. As for 

Contro un cor, today a soprano will usually substitute; a mezzo will 

deliver ñthe Rossini real thing.ò  

The musical course of Contro un cor   is certainly coloratura country. But 

apart from its bel canto vocalizing, it is a banal ballad basically about the 

power of love. Never mind its mindless message though, because among 

the roulades and runs there are secreted messages  that the starving student  

(Rosina thinks) will save the winsome ward from the grumpy Guardian  

and enfold her forever  in his educated embrace.   The grumpy Guardian 

himself, although overseeing the ñlesson,ò is oblivious to what is 

occurring.  
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 Before long, the barrister‘s ballad becomes a bad bit of 

balletic ballroom--- Fred Astaire should not fret, as the footwork is 

very flat-footed!   

 As it is time for the Senor‘s shave, our barber bows on mid-

balletic ballroom. Never one to miss some mischief, our main man 

with the moustache wax, merrily mimics the mansion master‘s musical 

mincing.  

 Caught however in mid-mince by the mansion master, the 

barber segues swiftly to insist on the Senor‘s shaving schedule. 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 The Senor resists being razored, but the factotum 

facilitates the Casa commander‘s capitulation to a clipping.  

 In preparing to barber the barrister, a great deal of monkey 

business is merrily manufactured including crockery crashing 

cacophonously in the Casa‘s closet.  Ay carumba! 

 Amid the chaos, our never-flustered factotum filches from 

the belligerent, but beautifully besieged barrister, a critical key to 

the Casa‘s kingdom.  Bravo!  

 The balcony‘s lock will now not limit the lovers from leaving as 

they have covertly conspired. Slipping shortly to Seville‘s marriage-

mill chapel, they can surely and swiftly be sanctioned as senor and 

senora!  

 However, their emerging elopement is inevitably endangered 

as the supposedly seriously sick, mangy music master materializes 

(remember, Don Basilio?) .  Muchos  problemas! 

The Recitative Returns. 
 

As Figoroôs fancy footwork finishes, a recitative mode begins between the 

barber and Bartolo. It contains a considerable amount of plotting and 

scheming as well as fleet footwork to keep sudden unseen speed-bumps 

from slowing the loversô move to marriage.   
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 The ―problemas‖ are signaled by a sophisticated segue from 

recitative to ensemble.  

 

  

    

 

 

 

 

 

 
 The pseudo-cleric (a.k.a. Count) quickly convinces the Casa 

commander that the music master is a menace to their deception of 

the Donna through their calumny concoction concerning the Count‘s 

contact with other Sevillian senoritas. Si! Si! 

  Count, Donna and barber believe the anticipated elopement 

is endangered also. This out-of-cloister cleric will inquire with too 

many questions. These will unquestionably clue in the Casa 

commander, who up to now they have definitely duped with the 

circumstances of the Count‘s coup!  

 Consequently, all in question join in a quartet to queer the 

cleric‘s questions.  

 The quartet convinces the already confused cleric character 

that he is undoubtedly under-the-weather. ―Cloister and care for 

yourself,‖ they choral out! ―Seek your cell and succor yourself,‖ they 

sing!  

 He seemingly succumbs to their sensibilities, although he is 

certainly more swiftly seduced to seek a sick bed by the incognito 

Count‘s proffer of a purse packed with glittering gelt.  

 Convinced by the crowd that he has been caught by a case of 

catarrh, the conned but conniving-prone-cleric confesses he will seek 

An Ensemble Emerges: Don Basilio! 
 

In a delightful lively passage, the quartet of principals quickly assesses the 

threat that the unanticipated arrival of the cleric presents to their various 

schemes. He is plainly a problem all the way around, but not always for the 

same reason. They line up lyrically in a united choral front to convince the 

cleric he is in fact quite ill in appearance, and he should immediately return to 

his cloistered cell to husband his health.   
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the solace of his chapel-convenient cell and slurp soothing soup.  

Farewell friar!      

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 That sidetrack settled, the long-suppressed shaving session 

starts up. As it begins, the barber beautifully blind-sides the soon-

to-be, stubble-shorn senior Senor to the elopement enabling 

efforts163 the lovey-dovey dueting duo spin at the spinet.  

 Suddenly, the semi-shaved Senor aurally awakes to the 

emerging elopement arrangements. The conniving couple is 

confronted, but they calmly and cleverly counsel the now ballistic 

barrister to cool his concerns. Que sera, sera!   

 

 

 

 

 

                                            
163 The following facts are furnished to facilitate following these elopement enabling 

events as they play into the plot;1. Tonight is the time the two will take off at 

midnight [of course]; 2. The sweet Señorita will escape the Casa‘s confinement by 

beating it onto the balcony which will be broachable through the barrier for which    

the barber has ―borrowed‖ the key; 3. There, led by her loving Lindoro. the Donna will 

descend a fireman‘s-ladder filched  by the fast-fingered factotum. .   

The Ensemble Extended: Buona sera, mio signore / Fare you well, sir.  
 

In a happy quartet, the four principals repetitively bid good-bye and good 

wishes to the departing Don Basilio who they have convinced his death bed is 

imminent. The piece contains all the buoyant elements of Rossiniôs music.  

In it, the composer invents an almost infinite number of musical notes and 

vocal combinations through which to say, ñSo long, itôs been good to know 

you!ò 

Basilio obligingly, but somewhat confusedly acknowledges their advice and 

agrees to go. As the piece approaches a conclusion, the pace rapidly increases 

in the style of that ñtrueò Rossini climax.    
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 The cuddly couple and the facilitating factotum quit the Casa 

to seek a quieter conspiratorial corner. The still stubbled-Senor is 

left in sinister solace   

 Suddenly, he summons the servants.  The senor servant is 

sent to swiftly seek out the psychosomatically-sick cleric and convey 

this co-conspirator back to the Sala, for a serious seminar on 

sweetheart separation.    

 The now sneeze-less señorita servant is catapulted to cover 

the Casa corridor against incoming complications. However, she is 

swiftly (re)summoned to secure the Sala! The senior Senor will be 

her substitute to cover corridor-country. The senior Senor has 

surmised the señorita servant may not now support the senior 

Senor‘s sweet Señorita sequestering.   

 Left to herself, the señorita servant sings.  

 

 

 

  

Ensemble: 

Rosina, deh, ascoltatemi. / Rosina, I must talk to you. 
The orchestral introduction begins by mimicking the stropping of a razor and 

the application of shaving soap. Shortly, Rosina and Lindoroôs duet begins in 

almost conspiratorial tones. As the elopement details are developed, Figaro 

attempts to distract Bartolo from the duoôs dealings .  

Bartolo eventually catches on. At that point, the music becomes fast paced 

with Bartolo confronting the barber and the lovers. They in turn, in a spirited 

trio, musically advise him to control himself. They are going to do what they 

have planned to do! They then leave with the doctor frustrated, but bent on 

vengeance.  
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Aira di Sorbetto (a.k.a. the Sherbet/Sorbet Aria): 
Il vecchiotto cerca moglie / Spite of sixty years to carry--. 

There were certain de rigueur conventions of Italian opera in the early 19
th

 

century, the Code Rossini notwithstanding. One of these inviolate ñmustsò 

was the Aria di Sorbetto. Such a piece must conform to the following: 1. 

Occur late in the opera; 2. Have little bearing (if any) on the plot; 3. Be sung 

by a secondary character that had little or no solo opportunity elsewhere in 

the opera; and, 4. Does not have to be written by the operaôs composer---a 

hand off to a hired hack raised no eyebrows.  Il vecchiotto is a perfect 

example of such a piece. Certainly a curious convention, especially from our 

contemporary view. What was its raison dôetre?  Quite simple and logical 

actually. 

As subsequently described in An Orgiastic Experience (see p. 135), a 19
th
 

century evening at an Italian opera house was not only cultural, it was also a 

culinary and social event of some significance. The Sorbet Aria was a signal 

to the audience that the evening was drawing to a close, so have your last 

helping of food and gossip. In modern times, its equivalent purpose is the 

last call in a bar or the food court of a ballpark. In the opera house, it 

signaled the victuals vendors to hawk their wares one final time to the 

audience. Therefore, as a consequence of this event, no one was really 

listening or watching the stage; so, what occurred should be of little musical 

or plot consequence since it would probably be missed by most spectators.   

In a perverse way, think of it as the musical equivalent of the 7
th

 inning 

stretch. 

Despite its dismissive role (pun!) in Barbiere, this sung serving of sherbet is 

a delight in words and in music.  In the piece, the now not sneezing but 

singing, servant, Berta delivers her long-held views on love and marriage--- 

(Love is an universal evil!). Her overall conclusion: ñI will die an old maid!ò 

Musically, her monologue is very catchy and lyrical with each phrase sung 

with great deliberation and punch. It is definitely worth a listen and 

decidedly in the same class as the other sung delights of Barbiere. 

As earlier noted, Rossiniôs music was not always Rossiniôs music. As 

example, in La Cenerentola, Clorindaôs sorbet aria Sventurata mi credea
 
, 

was not written by the composer. As a consequence, the aria is often axed in  

performance under the tyranny of  todayôs 
.
frequent slavish concern for 

compositional purity. If it was good enough for Rossini, why is it embargoed 

from our enjoyment? 
.
Whatever!  It appears though, Rossini did compose Il 

vecchiotto, and therefore, the compositionally-correct police permit its 

performance. Enjoy!   
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 Now sherbet-sated, our singing she-servant sallies forth 

from the Sala.  

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 As the barrister and now cured-cleric are coming into  

the Casa, they conclude the pseudo-cleric (Don 

Alonzo/Count/Lindoro/etc.) was in fact the Count! They also feel 

there is some factotum funny-stuff flying about. All that causes the 

Casa commander to certify that a contract for marriage to his wily 

ward must be notarized, NOW!  

 The clerical Don is dispatched, despite a dismal downpour, to 

navigate the notary to this neighborhood. A key to the Casa is 

contributed to ease such an effort.   

 As the pseudo-cleric/Count had previously proposed, the 

domicile‘s Don decides to deceive his Donna with her own covert 

correspondence. 

 The sweet Senorita is summoned and shown the 

correspondence she created and sent to her starving student.  

 The Casa commander cleverly convinces her the 

correspondence was then circumspectly communicated to the Count 

by the starving student. Why this charade? So the Donna can be 

delivered to the clutches of the no-count Count.  

 This convoluted con convinces the Donna she has been duped.  

 (Why she‘s conned by these less than logical-lies about the 

letter and her lover does not speak well about her wisdom or fairly 

about her faithfulness! On the other hand, one‘s intuition infers that 

Return of Recitative Rhythms 

 
Bartolo returns with Basilio in tow. As alliteratively outlined below, 

between this dunderheaded duo, there develops an extended recitative of 

deception discovery, scheming and disinformation distribution.  
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her main man‘s multiple incognitos have muddled her mental musing. 

Maybe?) 

 (In defense of her decisions, that Hapsburg hunk has been 

publicly painted as profligate! Therefore, in her consideration, it 

could be that that Count per se was a ―no prize prince.‖)  

 To seal her silly, senseless sweetheart sell-out, she succumbs 

to the senior Senor‘s marital maneuver. ―Marry me this minute,‖ the 

Donna demands! 

    She also sets foolishly forth to the Senor the scheme to 

snatch her from the Casa and send her, she surmises, to her starving 

student.  

 To protect that scheme from succeeding, the barrister 

barrels off to begin barricading the building and---to assure her 

security, he sagely sends the Senorita swiftly to her suite.    

 The Sala now being silent, a storm stirs up!   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 As the clouds clear, the Count and his co-conspirator creep 

into the Casa via the barricaded balcony, which they bravely 

breasted by putting into play the purloined passkey. 

 As the duo drips dry and ruminate recitatively, they are 

delivered a diatribe by the Donna who has dropped by. She is 

definitely direct and dictates she is done with this deceptive duo!  

 (Remember! The Donna is still dwelling under the delusion 

that her Don is the loving Lindoro, not that no-count Count.)  

Storm Music 
Rossini appears to have had a thing for storm music as such compositions 

figure in several of his operas including Barbiere, Cenerentola and perhaps 

most famously remembered (but probably for the wrong reason), Guillaume 

Tell. Rossini did do a good storm, though. 

 

Barbiereôs begins with the musical sounds of rising wind. That is shortly 

followed by raindrops starting to slowly fall. Their pace and intensity 

increase until we have a full-fledged storm with howling wind and thunder. 

The effect is usually heightened by back-stage furnished thunder and 

lightening. The storm gradually loses its intensity and ends as it began with 

slow, random raindrops.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



132 
 

 The confronted Count‘s quick questions cue up the cause of 

her concern and confusion.  

 Amidst her diatribe, the duped Donna does disclose she loved 

(loves?) Lindoro. 

  With that disclosure, the Don divulges his deception, Not 

only is he the loving Lindoro, he is the no-count Count.  

  The Donna is delighted, doubly so when the Count (she now 

knows is no longer a no-count Count) queries her commitment to 

becoming his Countess!  

 The question creates the operatically inevitable ensemble!   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 The factotum is flummoxed! ‖The ladder,‖ he laments. ―is 

lost!‖ Their quick and quiet quitting of the Casa is now queered!    

 Heroically, the trio hide behind the hacienda‘s highboys! 

  Soon, the strangers seen in the street silently sidle into the 

Sala. But there are only two! The third is tardy? 

 The duo that has dropped in, the trapped trio covertly 

conclude, are the conspiratorial cleric and as a companion, the 

neighborhood notary.   

Ah! Qual colpo inaspettato! / Almaviva! Your romantic intimation---. 
Rosina with a great deal of musical filigree says ñYes!ò and then, rhapsodizes 

at length over the coming happiness. The Count also offers lyrical 

commentary as to his delight at their rapturous future. Figaro, not to be left 

behind, offers commentary for our benefit (as if we could not already hear!) 

as to the loversô rapture.   

Unfortunately, as the trio reaches the usual heights of a Rossini climax, 

Figaro looks out the window. What he sees, as he warns the Count, is three 

men coming into the Casa. They are trapped! Unless--- they go out the way 

they came in via the ladder on the balcony. ñOf course,ò they musically exult 

as they start to exit!      

Recitative Returns: 
Disgraziati noi! Come si fa? / Here‟s a pretty mess. What shall we do? 

One final complication before the denouement, wherein the lovers are 

finally and legally united! The alliteration following will factually fill you 

in, up to the Finale.  

BUT--- 
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 The factotum fakes-out those fellows by fooling the 

neighborhood notary with some nose-hair nonsense about nuptials for 

his nearby niece (a.k.a. the sweet Senorita) and the Hapsburg hunk. 

 The cleric coincidently coughs up some concerns about the 

missing Casa commander. The Count counters that concern with a 

conundrum for the cleric: ―Take my cash and be quiet, or I will kill 

you!‖ 

 The cleric is convinced by the cash.  

 Now quieted, the cleric in combination with the wily wig-

whitener, witness the wedding writ.   The Count has caught him a 

Countess!  

 (WAIT! Do not leave the Loge so fast my friends. We have a 

Finale facing us before you can flee this theatrical facility!)  

 As the newly nuptualized nuzzle, the tardy third of the 

street-seen trio troops in with troops and the sherbet-sated, she-

servant. ―Take these thieves in charge,‖ the tardy one tells the 

troops!  

 ―How tragic. You are too late with too little!‖ begins the tale 

told to the tardy-one. ―Your trumped-up trickery has been trashed!‖ 

 Sweet justice has surfaced in Seville!  You see, the missing 

member of street-seen trio is the Casa commander!  

 The Count cheerily confirms to the surprised senior Senor, 

his wily ward in now a Hapsburg highness. Hoo! Hah!    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cessa di piu resistere, / Silence, resist my will no more--! 
The Count in a powerful, but loving aria, first appropriately berates Bartolo. 

He then turns to his bride assuring that her ówoes are pastò and a new day is 

dawning.  

The chorus joins joyfully in wishing the happy pair much joy, ñnow that the 

knot is safely tied!ò 

One More Recitative Review 
In somma, io ho tutti I torti! / So I‟m in the wrong all the way around! 

Bartolo finally concludes he has no one to blame but himself. All agree! He 

admits he foolishly facilitated the wedding by removing the balcony ladder. 

To that, Figaro cites the operaôs subtitle, ña useless precaution.ò 

One piece of good news is offered. Rosina will not need a dowry from 

Bartolo! The grumpy Guardian now thoroughly bested, but spared a dowry 

donation, blissfully blesses the bridal pair. ñWhatôs done is done!ò  BRAVO!     
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Di si felice innesto / The lantern I had lighted— 
Figaro initiates the final joyful, rollicking chorus by blowing out his lantern, 

now no longer needed to light an elopement.  The principals and chorus join 

in wishing the Count and his new Countess an end to their troubles and a 

ñjoy attendedò future! The final musical words wish, “Si vegga in voi 

regnar“/ “All hail the happy pair!” 

Arrivederci, Rossini! 
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Good News, Bad News. Once upon a time, opera was the only major 

entertainment
164

 game in town. Today, a similar prospect could be 

considered really bad news and---scare the devil out of a lot of people!   

 

History dictates that opera, in a primitive form,
165

 began in Italy at the 

close of the 16
th
 century. It rapidly matured in form and spread quickly 

                                            
164 We know! In some circles opera is regarded as an almost religious experience. 

However, at its essence--- it is entertainment!  

        EVERYTHING 

      ELSE! 

 A CONCLUDING COGITATION 

 ―Opera once was an important social instrument -- especially in Italy. 

With Rossini and Verdi, people were listening to opera together and 

having the same catharsis with the same story, the same moral 

dilemmas. They were holding hands in the darkness. This has gone. 

Now perhaps they are holding hands and watching television?‖ 

                                           Luciano Berio, Italian composer, 1989. 

 

19
th

 Century Nights at the Opera:  

An Orgiastic  Experience.  
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throughout Europe. It gained an early hold on the publicôs attention for 

the simple reason that any other big alternative ñbread and circusò events 

readily accessible to us today, had yet to be invented. For at least another 

300 years post-1600, there were not to be any football, baseball or other 

big sporting events (a.k.a. entertainment).  Movies, TV or big rock 

concerts also would not be in evidence. Perhaps worst of all, there was 

no publicly participatory politics to pump up the polis. The ruling royals 

undemocratically kept a lid and monopoly on that lively art. Reduces 

revolutionary excesses, you know. The good news however is that opera 

despite being the only entertainment option for several hundred years, 

was also very democratic--- especially the Italian form.
166

 The opera 

house was accessible (physically and financially) to the hoi polloi (a.k.a. 

us members of the great unwashed mob), not just the hoi oligio (a.k.a. 

the upper crust).
167

  

 

Noshing and Schmoozing. In brief, what one could do (decently) 

between 16
th
 to 20

th
 century dusks and dawns when the daily day jobs 

were done, was attend the opera!
168

  However, in those long gone 

halcyon days, people did not especially come to opera only to listen to 

                                                                            
165 The first opera is credited to be Dafne composed in 1597 Florence by Jacopo Peri. 

It‘s music and libretto are lost somewhere in history‘s dustbin---maybe just as well.   
166 Other European countries especially France and what became Germany and Austria 

had their operatic entertainments also. However, they tended to be more formalistic 

and focused than those of the Italians. Therefore, we are going to stick singularly to 

the Italian style in deference at least Puccini and Rossini.  Also pragmatically, we have 

limited space and time for dawdling digressions. Those are our rationales to cut out 

inter-cultural comparisons. OK?  
167 While almost all levels of society could see the show, through artful architecture 

the ―hoi polloi‖ were allocated to alternative areas from the ―hoi oligio.‖ Such an 

architectural achievement did affect the opera house, its operas and their 

performances. More on those substantive affects shortly.  
168 The 300+ year life span of opera wherein it was a attraction for a major part of 

the population is said to have ended with the premiere of Puccini‘s Turandot (1926). 

That ―end of the run‖ occurred in a large part due to the development of multiple 

other entertainment forms that captured the public‘s attendance. However, it was 

also said to result from a compositional hiatus of melodic, romantic operas. A large 

segment of the opera-going public rapidly lost interest post-Puccini, in newer 12 tone 

or atonal modernistic operatic forms.    
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fancy vocalizing. It can be convincingly argued that the music was 

strictly background. Noshing and schmoozing big time with your 

neighbors was the main event!  

 

A night at the opera
169

 was a social occasion encompassing not only the 

on-stage occurrences, but an opportunity to sumptuously and 

continuously dine and down potent potables in your box or from a 

basket, schmooze with friends during entrôactes and/or, gamble in the 

outer lobby.
170

 In those times, the prudent composer spun out sufficient 

melodies to last well past midnight. Such length added bonus points to a 

criticôs review and public perceptions.  

 

So What? ñAll that sounds like fun,ò you seem to say, ñBut what does it 

have to do with our operas?ò Well, it has a great deal to do with the on-

stage occurrences. The opera houseôs customary off-stage activities 

dictated what should be seen and heard on-stage. It was those long-ago 

dictates that have created many of what we today consider operatic 

eccentricities. Compositional creativity did not bring forth all that music 

and scale scaling.  Much of it was imposed by 18
th

 and 19
th
 century rules 

for the operatic road.
171

 The following are offered as examples of those 

ñroad rules.ò 

 

 Overtures apart from artistic design, became de rigueur to quiet 

the considerable socializing and shut down the serpentine wandering 

throughout the auditorium. Overtures per se morphed into lengthy 

overtures to assure a leisurely finish to the current banquet course being 

                                            
169 Edith Wharton opened her Pulitzer-prize winning novel The Age of Innocence 

describing a 19th century New York City night at the opera.  
170 A considerable portion of Rossini‘s fortune came from his cut of the opera houses‘ 

outer-lobby gambling table action during performances of his works. His cut was 

always a negotiated part of his contract with the opera house.  
171 As discussed on p. 94,  the Code Rossini was a strong compositional governing force 

for at least the first half and then some, of the 19th century   
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consumed--- do not want to rush the dinner guests into heartburn you 

know.
172

  

 Many on-stage vocal customs and character movements were 

dictated by off-stage social or culinary requirements. One of the more 

intriguing  is the so-called aria di sorbetto. The on-stage on set of this 

piece was the equivalent to the last call in a contemporary bar. Therefore, 

the music occurring during this on-stage point was considered 

disposable; no one would be listening as they were taking a last run at the 

buffet line or the champagne bucket. 
173

   

 Until Rossini and Verdi rose to compositional clout, singers 

ruled! The voice was all! Composers had little voice (pun!) in the 

performance as it spun out. Audience interest was in the performance of 

principals, usually not the rest of the on-stage ñstuff.ò Since each 

composer developed his opera for specific individualôs voices, arias were 

strategically placed in a performance to permit those stars to shine. It 

also explains some of the odd placement
174

 of such moments throughout 

the piece.  

 As a further variation on the ñsingersô rule,ò once an opera had 

premiered, what subsequently was performed on stage under the name of 

that opera, was anyoneôs guess. There were no copyright laws, no 

licensing of productions, etc. Therefore anyone in the opera ñbusinessò 

vocal or managerial, with sharp elbows was free to abridge and/or insert 

what, where and however they wanted.  

 

As curious as all this ñfrolickingò may seem to modern eyes, before we 

get too smug, letôs think of our modern sports arenas, their private boxes 

with high priced décor, booze, broads and chow. There are omni-present 

vendors for the great-unwashed crowd that is boxed out of the private 

boxes, but keeps in constant physical and verbal movement. Similar to 

the 19
th
 century Italian opera house, no? Only the venue has changed, 

                                            
172 For notations on the wandering Barbiere Overture and Rossini‘s compositional 

habits related thereto, see p.,95 and p. 105. 
173 For a discussion of this aria type and how it affects Barbiere see p. 129. 
174 Vis-à-vis libretto logic.  
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and there is no fat lady singing, unless ñTake Me Out to the Ballgameò 

counts!  

 

Plus ça change, plus c'est la même chose! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
In this comparatively advanced technological age of information access, 

the persistent data digger can usually find more about a given subject, 

than the human brain can effectively process. That is both good news and 

bad. While such a surfeit permits a maximization of information for a 

minimum of effort, it also exposes the weak underbelly of archival 

information and the need to separate the chaff from the wheat in a field 

of conflicting ñfacts.ò  

 

It is continually amazing to discover through cross-referencing how 

assumedly simple rock solid facts can wildly vary among references. 

Due diligence on ñfactualò selection is therefore mandatory up to a point. 

Then, it becomes a matter of, ñOh, what the hell! This is my best guess.ò  

 

Individual Irreverent Guides are not designed to be exhaustively 

referenced academic treatises. However, they are semi-conscientiously 

constructed to optimistically demystify opera while entertainingly 

informing members of a potential audience. Consequently, they are built 

on the best basis of factual assessment among often-warring alternatives 

 

For the reader, now having been warned about possible pot-holes in at 

best, a rocky narrative road, listed below are some reference resources 

used in construction of this current multi-opera Irreverent Guide: 

REMINISCING REFERENCES 
(or) 

RESOURCE MINING 
for Rumor, Innuendo and/or Fact.  
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General references: 

 

 David Hamilton (Ed.), The Metropolitan Opera Encyclopedia, 

Simon and Schuster; 1987.  This is a smorgasbord of operatically 

and musically-related factoids. While the individuals entries are 

brief, overall the reference is comprehensive, up-to-date and 

accurate.  

 Roger Parker (Ed.), The Oxford Illustrated History of Opera, 

Oxford University Press, 1994. More in depth than the Met 

Encyclopedia, it provides excellent historical background, but 

was not designed as a handy-dandy reference, if that is what you 

are looking for.  

 

Composer/ opera specific references: 

 

 Karl Kohrs (Ed.), The New Milton CrossôComplete Stories of 

the Great Operas; Doubleday and Company, 1955.  

 Milton Cross and Karl Kohrs, The New Milton Cross More 

Stories of the Great Operas; Doubleday and Company, 1955.   

 

These two basic texts of operatic plots and associated 

information originated with Milton Cross, the longtime host of 

the Saturday afternoon broadcasts of the Metropolitan Opera. 

They have been frequently revised and updated. Their telling of 

the plots is quite complete, but not excessive. Unfortunately, care 

needs to be exercised in using the newer editions, as some errors 

have randomly crept in that Mr. Cross would not have tolerated.  

  

 Philip Gossett et.al. (Eds.), Masters of Italian Opera (Rossini, 

Donizetti, Bellini, Verdi, Puccini); WW Norton and Company, 

1983. Good basic information on the lives and works of five 

major Italian composers. Quite useful and readable. Its style cuts 

to the chase and doesnôt overburden the researcher with 

excessive peripheral detail. 
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 Susan Nicassio, Toscaôs Rome, The  Play and The Opera in 

Historical Perspective. University of Chicago Press, 1999. An 

always-intriguing discussion of the Puccini and Sardou works, 

with a scholarly lodging against the actual history of Rome and 

as it relates, Europe. The text largely encompasses the historical 

time period of the opera/play. A fascinating read, even if you are 

not researching.  

 Charles Osborne, The Complete Operas of Puccini, DiCapo 

Press, 1981. Intriguing narratives of Pucciniôs operas and 

backgrounds on their creation. Succinct, but full of interesting 

and informational details.   

 John Wood (Trans.) Beaumarchaisôs Barber of Seville and The 

Marriage of Figaro. Penguin Books, 1964. The original source 

plays for the Mozart, Rossini and Paisiello operas; also contains 

an excellent introduction by Dr. Wood detailing Beaumarchaisôs 

career, the creation of the plays and the history of their times.    

 

Recordings (including their accompanying background essays and 

librettos): 

 Tosca; Callas, DiStefano and Gobbi, Orchestra and Chorus of 

La Scala, Victor de Sabata, 1984.  

 Der Freischütz, Behrens and Kolla; Bavarian Radio Chorus and 

Orchestra, Rafael Kubelik, 1980.  

 Il Barbiere di Siviglia 

o Rossini version. Merrill and Peters, Metropolitan Opera 

Orchestra and Chorus, Eric Leinsdorf, 1958 (re-

mastered 1986)  

o Paisiello version. Laki and Gulyas, Hungarian State 

orchestra, Adam Fisher, 1985.  

 

The Internet (queried widely and wildly). Too many citations reviewed 

to list individually.  WARNING for the careful researcher: cross-

referencing, culling and correcting are musts! The web abounds with 

inaccuracies and informational conflicts.   
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Encouraged by several probably misguided regional opera companies, the Irreverent 

Guides to Enjoying the Opera series was initiated over six years ago. To date 

Guides for thirty-two operas have been produced. The majority of these were done 

pro bono for the companies to use in their educational and/or fund-raising 

programs.  The rest were done for unwary and slower running family, friends or just 

unfortunate strangers in the street.  
 

Each Irreverent Guide is designed for those of us who enjoy the operatic sound and 

spectacle, but do not necessarily understand (or really, want to understand) the 

technical nuances underlying the musical, visual and/or and vocal fireworks. 

 

The Guides originated in an oral tradition. Individual operas selected for their 

slightly off-the-wall stories (but great music) were translated into jaundiced and 

irreverent narratives. The first audiences for these were younger family members 

being lured into quasi- voluntary operatic attendance.  

 

As time passed, the narratives began to show some signs of success (e.g. the kicking 

and screaming stopped).  The audience drawn into the narrative circle expanded to 

include spouses of the original but now ―adult‖ children, grandchildren as they 

appeared, and non-related adults--- primarily our slowest running friends and/or 

(again) unwary strangers on the street.  

 

As larger audiences came back of their own free wills for more than one narrative 

session, the original oral tradition proved impractical. It was replaced by a written 

writ about the operatic occasion. Over time, the number of targets grew and voila (!), 

the Irreverent Guides‟ slightly dysfunctional family was born. 

 

Each Guide targeting one opera includes the full flavor of the traditional bad puns 

and sophomoric observations of the original oral sessions. It is leavened though with 

A Guide to Irreverent Guides 
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a lot more historical, social, musical, political and (ho boy!) hanky-panky background 

than was formerly the case. Retirement unfortunately promotes research--- 

especially given the present quality of the narrator/author‘s golf game. 

 

Currently our operatic victims are selected more by whim than systematic design. 

However, past selective options have included annually changing repertoires of 

regional opera companies,175 dyspeptic moods of the author and/or creative bribery.  

 

Our Operating Philosophy and Audience Personae. Built with a clear eye on 

Rube Goldberg‘s Principles of Design,176 each Irreverent Guide is dedicated to the 

premise that ―enjoyable opera‖ is not an oxymoronic phrase. Honoring that premise, 

as an overall collective, individual Guides are designed to be ―entertainingly 

educational‖ as well as ―irreverently informational,‖--- and those are not oxymoronic 

phrases either! 

 

The Guides are jerry-built with thigh-slappingly arcane and convoluted knowledge 

that will resonate only with a special few potential opera-going folks. Specifically, 

those who have a highly developed sense of curiosity about circumstances that drive 

artistic creativity (apart from impending starvation); the capacity to suspend 

disbelief; a tolerance for the improbable; and finally, an antic sense of humor. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

                  

 

 

 

 

 

                                            
175 They shall remain nameless. Legal action by them is always a potential.  
176 Primarily those entertainingly defying logic and common sense, 

If we still have your attention, 
you obviously qualify for our 
select readership.  
So read, laugh and learn! 
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About the Authors 
 

So our indiscriminate readership is aware which member of the Irreverent 

Guides ―creative‖ team (JP or Sondra Cooney) is responsible for which gaffs, 

the division of work between the pair is, he writes them, but she makes 

them readable.    

 

J.P. Cooney, while holding a PhD, definitely was not educated as a 

musicologist. Also, not a native Iowan, he does claim default citizenship of 

the state by virtue of family genealogy, marriage and University of Iowa 

degrees. He is several years retired from a long, but probably questionable 

professorial career in graduate health care education and research. 

However, most important for current purposes, he is a long-standing opera 

enthusiast about that art form‘s wacky, but rewarding wonderments. 

 

S.S. Cooney a native Iowan, does have a musical background by virtue of 

education and training. She holds a graduate degree from UCLA and though 

(semi-) retired, she has had a long successful career in teaching, educational 

research and policy-development. She is a knowledgeable and fanatic lover of 

a wide range of musical types. Opera does make that list--- somewhat.  For 

their (to-date) fifty-three years of marriage, equipped with a flaming red, 

felt-tipped pen, she has diligently pursued and purified JP‘s errant and ―gone 

missing‖ commas, grungy syntax and banally baroque sentence structures.  

She perpetually persists in her quixotic editorial quest, as he never learns.  

 

The Cooneys currently are most happy residents of a small island off Hilton 

Head (SC), breachable only by boat or Michael Phelps.  In this idyllic but 

eccentric existence, they are companioned by the grumpy ghost of their 

formerly long-lived liver-spotted Dalmatian.   

   

Major additional enjoyment to the island‘s idyllic atmosphere is provided by 

frequent forays onto and most importantly, off the island by other 

immediate family members. That traveling road show now touts up nineteen 

second and third generational members--- most of whom are at least willing 

to tolerate the opera, and some actually love it.  
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The Irreverent Guides Series 
(Issues already released or scheduled to be shortly released,  

into a potential  but skittish  opera-going public. )  

 

COMPOSER OPERA ISSUE  DATE 
Bernstein* Candide #21 4.08 

Bizet Les Pêcheurs de Perles # 7 10.05 

Blitzstein*** Regina #24 6.08 

Britten* Albert Herring # 8 4.06 

De Falla La Vida Breve # 13 1.07 

Donizetti*** L‘Elisir d‘Amore #22 6.08 

Donizetti Lucia di Lammermoor # 2 5.04 

Gilbert & Sullivan The Pirates of Penzance # 15 4.07 

Gounod** Faust #25 9.08 

Gounod** Roméo et Juliette #17 10.07 

Leoncavallo Pagliacci # 12 1.07 

    Mozart** Le Nozze di Figaro #27 3.09 

Mozart Die Zauberflöte # 6 5.05 

    Mozart** Don Giovanni #19 3.08 

Offenbach* Les Contes d‘ Hoffmann # 16 4.07 

Poulenc* Dialogues des Carmélites #28 4.09 

Puccini Madama Butterfly # 11 7.06 

Puccini Tosca # 5 3.05 

Puccini*** Tosca (a déjà vu view) #30 6.09 

Puccini** Turandot #29 4.09 

Rossini** Il Barbiere di Siviglia #26 1.09 

Rossini*** Il Barbiere (once more with feeling) #31 6.09 

Rossini La Cenerentola # 10 3.06 

Saint-Saëns Samson et Dalila # 4 2.05 

    Strauss** Die Fledermaus #20 4.07 

    Verdi** Aïda #18 1.07 

Verdi La Traviata # 9 1.06 

Verdi Macbeth # 3 10.04 

Verdi Nabucco # 1 10.03 

Verdi Rigoletto # 14 3.07 

Verdi*** Un Ballo in Maschera #23 6.08 

Weber*** Der Freischütz #32 6.09 

 

Developed for:      *Atlanta Opera Theater at Georgia State University 

                            **Opera Carolina   

                          ***Des Moines Metro Opera.  

 


