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Barber of Seville and Marriage of Figaro are two of the most significant works in the canon of operatic
literature, both composed by the illustrious Italian composer Gioachino Rossini. These operas, although
distinct in their narratives and characterizations, are intrinsically linked through their common protagonist,
Figaro, and their shared themes of love, deception, and social commentary. This article delves into the rich
histories, character analyses, musical elements, and the overarching influence these operas have had on the
world of opera and beyond.

The Context of the Operas

1. Historical Background

The operas were born during a period of significant change in Europe. The late 18th and early 19th
centuries witnessed the aftermath of the Enlightenment, which championed reason, individualism, and a
questioning of traditional authority. The rise of the bourgeoisie and the decline of aristocratic power were
mirrored in the themes of both operas.

- The Barber of Seville: Composed in 1816, it is based on the play "Le Barbier de Séville" by Pierre
Beaumarchais. The original play was a satire of the old aristocratic order, showcasing the wit and
resourcefulness of common people.

- The Marriage of Figaro: Composed later in 1786 by Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, this opera is also adapted
from another Beaumarchais play. It continues the story of Figaro, exploring themes of love, fidelity, and
social class.

2. The Cultural Impact

Both operas have had a profound impact on the cultural landscape of Europe and the world. They reflect
the tensions of their times, particularly the shift in social structures and the questioning of established
norms.

- Influence on Opera: They helped shape the development of comic opera, setting standards for character
development, narrative complexity, and musical innovation.

- Inspirational Figures: Characters like Figaro and Rosina have become archetypes in operatic literature,
influencing countless adaptations and interpretations in various artistic forms.



The Barber of Seville: A Detailed Overview

1. Synopsis

"The Barber of Seville" is a comic opera in two acts. The story unfolds in Seville, where the cunning barber
Figaro helps Count Almaviva win the heart of Rosina, who is warded over by the elderly and foolish
Doctor Bartolo. The plot is a whirlwind of disguises, plans, and misunderstandings.

- Act I:
- Count Almaviva arrives in Seville disguised as a poor student to woo Rosina.
- Figaro, the barber, enters and learns of the Count’s intentions.
- Bartolo is intent on marrying Rosina himself.

- Act II:
- The Count and Figaro devise a scheme to infiltrate Bartolo's home.
- Several comical scenes unfold, filled with mistaken identities and near captures.
- Ultimately, love prevails, and Rosina and the Count are united.

2. Key Characters

- Figaro: The clever barber and central character, known for his resourcefulness and charm.
- Count Almaviva: A nobleman in love with Rosina, willing to go to great lengths to win her affection.
- Rosina: The intelligent and spirited ward of Doctor Bartolo, she is not merely a passive character but
actively participates in her romantic pursuit.
- Doctor Bartolo: The comic antagonist, obsessed with marrying Rosina for her fortune.

3. Musical Highlights

Rossini's score for "The Barber of Seville" is renowned for its lively overture and infectious melodies. Some
notable musical elements include:

- Overture: One of the most recognized pieces in opera, often performed independently in concert settings.
- "Largo al factotum": Figaro's famous aria that showcases his personality and sets the tone for the opera's
comedic elements.
- Ensemble Pieces: The opera features numerous ensembles that heighten the comedic effect, such as the
quintet in the finale of the first act.



The Marriage of Figaro: A Detailed Overview

1. Synopsis

"The Marriage of Figaro," or "Le Nozze di Figaro," is structured in four acts and continues the story of
Figaro, now engaged to marry Susanna, Rosina's maid. The narrative is a complex tapestry of romantic
entanglements and social critique.

- Act I:
- The Count attempts to seduce Susanna before her marriage to Figaro.
- Figaro and Susanna plot to outsmart the Count.

- Act II:
- A series of misunderstandings unfolds, involving multiple disguises and mistaken identities.

- Act III:
- The characters confront their secrets and desires, leading to humorous yet poignant moments.

- Act IV:
- The climax resolves the various romantic entanglements, culminating in a grand reconciliation.

2. Key Characters

- Figaro: Now a more mature character, he embodies both wit and wisdom.
- Susanna: The resourceful maid, she represents the cleverness of women in navigating a male-dominated
society.
- Count Almaviva: His character evolves into a more complex figure, representing both the charm and the
flaws of the aristocracy.
- Countess Rosina: Reflecting depth and emotion, she stands as a figure of loyalty and love.

3. Musical Highlights

Mozart's score for "The Marriage of Figaro" is celebrated for its depth, emotional range, and brilliance. Key
musical elements include:

- Overture: A masterful introduction that encapsulates the opera's themes and characters.
- "Non più andrai": Figaro’s aria that comments on youth and the responsibilities of adulthood.



- Duets and Ensembles: The opera is rich in duets and trio ensembles that explore the complexity of
relationships, such as "Sull’aria" and the finale of Act IV.

Thematic Comparisons

Both operas share significant thematic elements that offer a critique of social structures and human
relationships:

- Class Struggles: Both works highlight the tensions between the aristocracy and the common people,
showcasing the intelligence and cunning of the latter.

- Love and Deception: Love in both operas is intertwined with deception, as characters often disguise their
true intentions.

- Empowerment of Women: Characters like Rosina and Susanna illustrate the agency and intelligence of
women, challenging traditional gender roles.

Legacy and Influence

The legacies of "The Barber of Seville" and "The Marriage of Figaro" are monumental in the world of opera
and beyond. Their influence can be seen in:

- Adaptations: Numerous adaptations in film, theater, and other musical forms attest to their enduring
appeal.
- Cultural References: The characters and plots have become part of the cultural lexicon, inspiring countless
works in literature and the arts.
- Educational Importance: These operas are staples in opera curricula, serving as essential study materials for
understanding operatic form and function.

Conclusion

In summary, Barber of Seville and Marriage of Figaro are not just operas; they are cultural milestones that
reflect the complexities of human relationships and societal structures. Through the wit of Figaro and the
trials of love, Rossini and Mozart crafted works that continue to resonate with audiences, illustrating the
timeless nature of their themes. Whether through the vibrant melodies of Rossini or the intricate
harmonies of Mozart, these operas remain essential to the fabric of Western musical tradition, celebrating
the human spirit in all its folly and glory.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main plot of 'The Barber of Seville'?
'The Barber of Seville' follows the clever Figaro as he helps Count Almaviva win the heart of Rosina, who
is kept under the watchful eye of her guardian, Dr. Bartolo.

How does 'The Barber of Seville' connect to 'The Marriage of Figaro'?
'The Marriage of Figaro' is a sequel to 'The Barber of Seville', continuing the story of Figaro and exploring
themes of love, infidelity, and social class.

Who composed the music for 'The Barber of Seville'?
The music for 'The Barber of Seville' was composed by Gioachino Rossini, and it premiered in 1816.

What are the main themes in 'The Barber of Seville'?
Main themes include love, deception, social class dynamics, and the cleverness of the underdog, embodied
by Figaro.

Which character is known as the 'Barber' in the opera?
Figaro is the character known as the 'Barber' in the opera, as he is a barber by trade and also serves as a
resourceful fixer in the plot.

What role does disguise play in 'The Barber of Seville'?
Disguise is a critical element in 'The Barber of Seville', used by characters like Count Almaviva to gain
access to Rosina and further the plot's comedic twists.

What is the significance of the character Dr. Bartolo?
Dr. Bartolo is Rosina's guardian who seeks to marry her himself, embodying the obstacles that Figaro and
the Count must overcome to win her love.

How does 'The Marriage of Figaro' reflect social issues of its time?
Written by Pierre Beaumarchais, 'The Marriage of Figaro' critiques the aristocracy and explores class
struggles, reflecting the tensions leading up to the French Revolution.



What is the musical style of 'The Barber of Seville'?
'The Barber of Seville' features a lively and energetic musical style characteristic of the bel canto tradition,
with intricate melodies and vocal agility.

Why is 'The Barber of Seville' considered a classic opera?
'The Barber of Seville' is considered a classic due to its engaging plot, memorable characters, and Rossini's
brilliant score, which has made it a staple in opera repertoires worldwide.
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