
 
 

 
            

  MOZART 
THE ABDUCTION FROM THE SERAGLIO  

June 15, 2018 
1:00 PM - Encore Theater 

English Subtitles   

[Steve’s Notes are reprinted with minor changes from 2017; the G Note is new.] 

This opera had its premiere in Vienna in 1782, when Mozart 
was just 26 years old. He composed it at the behest of Joseph 

II, Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire (Austria). The Emperor had seen 
Mozart’s first successful opera “Idomeneo” the previous year and had let it be 
known he was anxious to have a singspiel (“song-play”) written and performed 
for his German-speaking subjects in their native tongue.  This would allow his 
non-aristocratic audiences to follow the action, thereby greatly expanding the 
number of his subjects who might become opera-goers.   

Mozart’s choice of an opera about a harem was questioned in Austria’s deeply 
Catholic realm, but because they had been at war with the Ottoman Empire, 
Turkey, for more than two centuries, everything Turkish was interesting to the 
Viennese.  

[A word to those who may have seen the play by Peter Schaffer and/or his 
subsequent film, both titled “Amadeus”]. Although Schaffer’s depiction of 
Mozart’s life is more fiction that history, its description of the lead-up to the 
premiere of today’s opera is generally faithful to the truth. When he first left 
Salzburg, Mozart moved to the German city of Mannheim and took up 
residence in a home where lived a young soprano named Aloysia Weber. He 
soon fell in love with her, but when she rejected him he left Mannheim. 

Several years later he moved back into the Weber household to find Aloysia 
married. As Schaffer depicted, he became involved with her younger sister, 
Costanze, composing Abduction while their romance was flourishing.  Though 
his father disapproved, he married her three weeks after this opera opened 
and become an immediate hit, the most successful opera in his brief life. 

Runtime: 146 minutes • Filmed in Munich in 1980  •  DVD released 2005 by Deutsche 
Grammophon  •  MPAA not rated • ASIN:  •  ASIN: B0009I8PHS 
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Act One 

As the curtain rises, we meet our hero, a Spanish nobleman, Belmonte 
(tenor).  He has traveled to Turkey to rescue his fiancé, Costanze 
(soprano). Previously, she and her maid Blonde (soprano) had been carried 
off by pirates who then sold them to a Muslim potentate, Pasha Selim, in 
whose seraglio they are now housed.  We also meet Belmonte’s former 
servant, Pedrillo (tenor) also abducted with the women, who loves Blonde.   

The opera has a fifth singing role: Osmin (bass) the harem overseer and a 
wonderful comedic character.  Besides the typical situations arising from our 
hero’s rescue efforts, more conflict was needed to spice up the story. Osmin 
provides it.  A bear of a man physically, he is in love with Blonde, hopelessly, 
of course, but hope springs eternal in his heart.  So, we have the makings of a 
light-hearted comedy with an improbable ending to its already silly plot.  But 
we must suspend our disbelief for the sake of the comedy.   

Belmonte opens with has his finest aria of the opera, “Costanze! Costanze! 
Dich wiederrzuhesen” (Costanze! Costanze! To see you again).  Then he 
encounters Osmin, who taunts him about the foolish ways of Western society.  
Pedrillo enters and they tell Osminthat Belmonte  is an architect so the Pasha 
will allow Belmonte access. 

The Pasha arrives with Costanze. (His is a non-singing role).  She explains to 
Pasha Selim that she cannot love him because she is promised to another 
man, and their separation has left her devastated.  He continues to believe 
that she’ll come around. Besides, her constancy only further stimulates his 
passion for her. 

Act Two 
We’re inside the compound, and meet Blonde.  Pedrillo tells her of Belmonte’s 
arrival and their planned escape, to which she sings “Welche Wonne, Welche 
Lust” (What bliss, what rapture).  Costanze enters with the Pasha and sings a 
long and famously difficult soprano aria “Marten aller Arten” (Tortures of all 
kinds), in which she says all his efforts to woo her are futile, for she will be 
faithful to her beloved.  (Selim is an unusually moral pasha, and will not 
compel a woman to submit against her will, content to wait for her to relent.  

When Costanze learns her fiancé has come to rescue her, she is delighted. In a 
comedic aspect of their reunion, both women are at first offended when 
Belmonte shows  concern that they may have succumbed to the harem 
atmosphere and met the Pasha’s demands.  But, they persuade him that their 
honors remain unsullied. 
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The two couples fine-tune their escape plan, which begins with getting Osmin 
passing-out drunk. (As we shall see, Pedrillo does this without much trouble, 
but Osmin will wake up too soon.)  Still, the reunion is a gay affair and the act 
ends on a high note of optimism as they await nightfall to begin  the rescue. 

Act Three 

It’s night, and Pedrillo signals to the women that their escape is about to 
begin, but first he sings the lovely and lyrical love song “Welche Wonne, 
Welche Lust”  (What bliss, what rapture).  The men have a rope ladder, which 
they climb to the women’s chamber.  When they descend the ladder they think 
they’re home free. But Osmin wakes from his drunken stupor in time to thwart 
their escape, singing “Oh! Wie Will ich Triumphieren” (Oh! How I will Triumph) 
gloating at his complete power over them and singing of all the terrible things 
he will do to them.  (Of course, nothing of the sort happens.) 

In the opera’s extended, final scene, Osmin brings our heroes, bound and 
helpless, before the Pasha, with everyone expecting him to impose severe 
punishments on the four prisoners.  Each of our noble couple, Costanze and 
Belmonte, in turn, offers to die if the Pasha will release the other. Of course,    
their pleas are rejected.  However, in a twist that only happens in comic opera, 
the Pasha discovers that Belmonte’s father is the same nobleman who years 
before had banished him (the Pasha) and is therefore is his sworn enemy.  

Things look bad for our hero, but Selim decides to prove that his religion and 
culture are more civilized than those of his infidel, westerner prisoners.  He 
tells them they are free to go so they can tell everyone in Europe of the moral 
superiority of the Muslim faith. (Does anyone wonder how President Trump 
would react?)  And so the opera ends with everyone happy (except Osmin).  

Comments 
So ends Mozart’s initial opera buffa.  Gene and I confidently predict that no 
one will exit the Encore Theater with anything other than a smile.  That, after 
all, is what the genre was created to do. 

Next Week 

On Friday, June 22, we will present Rossini’s Italian Woman in Algiers.  We’re 
not sure which cast is coming, but they’ll be great! 
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Hi Opera Lovers, 
I will soon start trying-out changes in the layout and typography of Opera 
Notes.…  Not to worry, you’ll still recognize us. 
This week’s Mozart is a comic tale wholly unlike last week’s morality play.  
However, both are stories in which lust is a driving force combined with other 
motivations in each of the characters.  My attention was drawn Friday after the 
opera to the much broader public attention to how ‘lust’ and ‘love’ are or 
should be combined.  The #MeToo movement is but one example of how 
sexuality in relationships is being critically —and belatedly— re-examined. 
After Don Giovanni, several people, women mostly but some men, made a 
point of stopping by the control booth to comment negatively on the tale told 
by the opera.  Basically, each said; “It’s Mozart, I love the music; but I don’t 
like that story at all.”  The usually audience reaction I hear invariably has been 
about the performance, such as the singers’ skills or their voices or the 
production’s setting.  Friday’s comments were the first I have heard about the 
tale told by the opera. 
I think I heard an echo of our growing sensitivity to the way women are 
approached, how they are treated and their changing responses.  I’d like that; 
full individual respect, better treatment and wider changes are highly overdue.  
But, whatever one thinks about changing roles by, for, and with women (and 
men), I am struck by the current relevance of opera from long ago and it’s 
retained ‘capacity to’ add value to our lives. 
So, some of my thoughts.  Want to share yours? 
See you at the opera  
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