
 

Rossini’s

Il barbiere di Siviglia 
The Barber of Seville: ’The Useless Precaution” 

May 25, 2018
1:00 PM - Encore Theater

English Subtitles
Within the first three years that Steve started presenting the weekly Encore 
Opera series, he had shown this opera, “The Barber of Seville” some seven 
times, “(It is) easily…” he said, “the most frequent of any of my selections. If 
you’ve guessed that it is one of my all-time favorite operas, you’d be right.”  

Today’s program features the Bulgarian mezzo-soprano Vesselina Kasarova, 
whose luscious tones and bravura coloratura trills lend special warmth to her 
portrayal. This opera premiered in 1816, when Rossini was just 24 years old.  
Initially, this new opera encountered a problem: the plot was an adaptation of a 
play by the French writer and playwright Pierre Beaumarchais and had been set 
to music a generation previously by the Italian composer Paisello. The old 
maestro had many supporters, many of whom resented this young upstart.  
Many of them attended the premiere and deliberately sabotaged the show.  That 
night Rossini left the theater humiliated and dejected.  But by its third 
performance, everyone recognized that he had composed a timeless 
masterpiece.  From that time forward, it has been a favorite of the opera world. 

CAST
Count Almaviva (Tenor) – a Spanish nobleman...…..Reinaldo Macias 
Rosina (Mezzo-Soprano) – a young lady…………Vesselina Kasarova 
Figaro (Baritone) – barber and jack-of-all-trades……....Manuel Lanza 
Don Bartolo (Baritone) – Rosina’s guardian………....Carlos Chausson 
Don Basilio (Basso) – Rosina’s music teacher……….Nicolai Ghiaurov 
Berta (Mezzo) – Bartolo’s servant…...………Elizabeth Rae Magnuson 
Ambrogio (Non-speaking) – Bartolo’s servant…….Kenneth Roberso 

Nello Santi conducts the Zurich Orchestra and Chorus; Grischa Asagaroff is the stage director
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Runtime: 161 minutes • Filmed live, Zurich Operhaus in 2001  •  DVD released  in 2003  
by Alliance  • MPAA not rated • ASIN: B0000TWMOI 
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PLOT 
ACT ONE 
After an overture that’s among the most popular in the repertory  (snatches of it 
are the theme music for the A & E Channel to which many of us Riderwood music 
lovers used to listen) the curtain rises to reveal a street scene in the Spanish city 
of Seville.  The time is the late eighteenth century, when The Nobility still 
prevailed as society’s ruling class.   

It is a little before dawn and the hero of our story, Count Almaviva, has come 
to woo the young lady who lives in the house we see.  He has hired a local band 
to serenade her under her balcony, but she does not appear to have noticed. 
Actually she had and is receptive.  But she is the ward of the master of the 
house, Don Bartolo, who is carefully protecting her from becoming involved 
with any amorous young swains since he plans to marry her himself.  She is rich.   

The Count’s valet Fiorello pays and dismisses the band members and our hero 
serenades her himself.  Still no response.  Hearing some noises inside the house, 
he hides to see what happens next. 

What we see next is the imaginative use that’s made of the revolving stage by 
this production’s director.  As you will see, this creative technique sustains the 
action throughout the opera and aids immensely in our  enjoyment of the witty 
plot.  That’s my reason for listing Grischa Asagaroff in the Cast. 

Now, we are inside the house and Bartolo is giving strict instructions to his 
servants Ambrogio and Berta.  He is going out and they are not to allow anyone 
to enter the house while he’s away.   Of course, we know that won’t work. 

Figaro arrives outside, riding a three-wheeled motorcycle! No, that’s not in 
Rossini’s libretto. He introduces himself to us in one of opera’s most famous (and 
most caricatured) baritone arias, called “Largo al Factotum”.  You’ll recognize it; 
it’s the one with all the “Figaros”.  It’s a job description without peer, he tells us, 
since he provides unique personal services to everyone in Seville, without which, 
he says, the whole town could never function properly. 

When Almaviva approaches him, it turns out that Figaro had served the Count in 
the past, and we see that he’s ready to do so again – especially since the Count 
has lots of money to pay for his services.  ‘How can I get inside the house to woo 
Rosina?’ he asks.  ‘Easy as pie’, answers Figaro. ‘Disguise yourself as a soldier in 
the regiment that’s recently come to Seville [of which the Count is the titular 
head] and claim that Bartolo’s house has been designated to be your quarters.’ 
And then an after-thought: ‘act like you’re drunk. That will cause Bartolo to be 
less suspicious.’  Agreed.  
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While they’re making those arrangements, we meet our heroine, Rosina. She’s 
one of opera’s most enchanting soubrettes.  She’s young, pretty and spunky, and 
she also has one of the most famous soprano arias in the entire operatic canon: 
“Una voce poco fa” (a voice I heard from not far away).  Once you hear her sing 
it, you’ll be in love with Rosina from then on.  Despite her guardian’s rigid control 
of her every movement and his resistance to her ever finding a young man of 
her own, she is determined to get her way and win the man she loves whom she 
knows only as ‘Lindoro’ and she leaves us with no doubt that she has the brains 
and the will to prevail in their battle of wits.   

Figaro enters the house and has a sparkling duet with Rosina that combines 
charm and humor with some of Rossini’s most captivating music.  At the end, 
she has learned that ‘Lindoro’ loves her and intends to woo and win her. 

Figaro retires to another room in this seemingly circular house. Bartolo returns.  
and immediately smells a rat,  He’s not sure what it is, except that Figaro must 
be involved.  He questions Rosina closely.  She reveals a quick and athletic mind, 
with an answer for everything he throws at her.  But he comes back with an aria 
of his own that’s a Rossini specialty.  It’s his monologue  “A un dottor della mia 
sorte” (a doctor of my standing) in which he brags that he’s too smart for her, 
which we doubt.  The aria has some of Rossini’s patented fast-paced and tongue-
twisting patter much like what Gilbert & Sullivan emulated a half-century later. 

Dr. Basilio, the music master. arrives.  He’s an intriguer who is always ready to 
accept another bribe, in the manner of the G&S character, Poo-Bah from the 
Mikado.  Basilio tells Bartolo that Count Almaviva is in town and pursuing Rosina.  
This alarms Bartolo, who decides that something’s got be done -- and fast.  

To this, Basilio responds with his witty aria “La Calunnia” (slander) that highlights 
yet another Rossini specialty: crescendos.  ’I have a sure-fire way to get rid of 
your rival’, he tells Bartolo.  ‘I’ll spread false rumors about the Count that are so 
vile that he will silently slink out of town.’  ‘All that sounds okay’, says Bartolo, 
‘but it’s too slow.’  He decides to marry Rosina this very day.  Basilio exits to 
begin arrangements and we see Berta let in another stranger.   

He’s a drunken soldier whom we recognize to be Almaviva in disguise.  The witty 
dialogue between the two men that will have you smiling.  Bartolo is unsure of 
what’s happening, but he’s on guard for tricks. Rosina comes in and Almaviva 
whispers to her that he is ‘Lindoro’.  [He does not reveal his noble rank to her 
until nearly the end of the opera.]   

The next quarter hour sees a lot of hilarious action. The result is that the local 
gendarmerie arrives, in response to all the noise.  Of course this makes for more 
noise with the entire household engaged in an increasingly boisterous Brouhaha.   
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As the act’s climax, we get the sort of opera finale of which Rossini was perhaps 
the most adept practitioner.  The entire stage fills not just with the six primary 
singers, but also a cadre of male choristers, the cops, all singing to end Act One. 

ACT TWO 
Having struck out with his first attempt, Almaviva tries a new gimmick to find a 
way to be alone with Rosina.  He arrives dressed in an outfit just like Basilio’s, 
claiming to be the latter’s apprentice who has come to give Rosina her music 
lesson in place of Basilio, who is sick.   This allows him to sit next to Rosina at 
the piano.  But Bartolo stays close by, suspecting he is a spy for Count Almaviva.   
Still, the lovers manage to get a few private words under Bartolo’s nose.  

Then Basilio arrives unexpectedly.  Does this throw a monkey wrench into their 
plans?  Nope.  Almaviva uses his tried-and-true technique: he slips Basilio a 
bribe.  Since everyone wants Basilio out of the way,  they all conspire in telling 
Basilio that he looks sick, with scarlet fever, no less and must go home at once.  
Basilio doesn’t understand, but with the Count’s bribe in hand, he doesn’t care.  
So he leaves.  I need hardly tell you that through all this silliness, there are a 
host of comedic shtiks that carry the action. But there’s much more to come. 

Figaro persuades Bartolo to submit to a shave to divert his attention but when 
Bartolo catches the lovers kanoodling, he erupts.  This is often prelude for some 
frenetic physical faux fighting, but this director is more subtle.  Personally, I 
approve of his quieter approach.    

A new turn of events takes place.  Earlier, when he felt in danger of being thrown 
out of the house, Almaviva gave Bartolo a love letter from Rosina, along with a 
phony cover story.  Now, alone with Rosina, Bartolo shows it to her as proof that 
‘Lindoro’ is merely a pawn in the employ of Almaviva and does not love her at 
all.  She buys that story, and resolves to get even by agreeing to marry Bartolo.  
Thinking he has won, Bartolo leaves to get the notary and marriage license.  
After he and Rosina sign that paper, the notary will immediately marry them. 

Meanwhile Almaviva and Figaro have also been busy.  While a storm is raging 
outside, they arrive outside the house – again on Figaro’s motorcycle.  This time 
they have a ladder, which they place against the balcony and climb up.  When 
the two men enter Rosina’s room [the stage has rotated again] she is waiting as 
expected. But her greeting is definitely NOT what they expected.  She accuses 
‘Lindoro’ of being in the Count’s employ and wants nothing more to do with him.  
In response, he finally tells her that he is Count Almaviva. Naturally, her anger 
subsides at once.  As Gilbert & Sullivan might say:  “Oh joy!  Oh rapture!”   She 
is ecstatic, and the three of them start to celebrate.  In the midst of their happy 
celebration, Figaro hangs back and then becomes anxious.   
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Figaro has spotted a lantern at the gate outside, and wonders who it might be.  
But the lovers are too happy to listen.  We have seen that the ladder was 
removed as soon as the men went inside.  So they will be unable to escape via 
the balcony, as planned. After several attempts to get them to react, Figaro 
finally reports the startling news: the ladder is gone.  They’re trapped! 

Before total panic can kick in, the notary arrives with the license.  Since it only 
needs to be filled in and signed, Figaro tells the notary whom, of course, he 
knows that the groom is to be the Count, and thus fill in his name on the line 
where Bartolo intends to put his.   

In the interim, Basilio has arrived, and objects to signing as a witness.  Almaviva 
resorts to his usual solution to a problem: bribery.  It pays to be rich.  He offers 
Basilio an expensive ring.  When Basilio still hesitates, the Count pulls out a 
pistol and tells Basilio to choose between the ring and a bullet to his head.  As 
the Godfather would say, it’s an offer he can’t refuse.  Basilio chooses the ring.   

A moment later Bartolo returns and learns that he is too late.  Rosina is no 
longer his ward, but the Countess Almaviva.  To soften the blow to the old miser, 
Almaviva gives him a bag of money to compensate for his loss. 

Once again, we have a Rossini–style finale to end the opera where the entire 
cast, including the police who have returned, fills the stage.   Everyone is happy, 
everyone is satisfied, everyone is smiling, and everyone is singing lustily with an 
orchestra to accompany them.  How could this comedic romp have come out any 
differently? 

As you exit the Encore Theater, I hope you’ll saying to yourselves how much fun 
opera can be when presented by such world-class producers and performers. 
Putting on such performances for your enjoyment is what makes the effort of 
planning and presenting them worth-while for me. 

NEXT WEEK 
A week from now on June 1 we’ll greet the new month with an old and beloved 
musical from 1952, “Singin’ In The Rain.”  There’s nothing I need to say to 
remind you what a pleasure it will be to see this old friend again.  (And it will be 
great to see you, as always, at Encore Opera) 
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Hi Opera Lovers 

I wasted spent 30 minutes trying to find out which 
opera (and when) will be this fall’s simulcast from the 
National’s Park outfield.  But, still he (me) perseveres … 

I will let you know.  Maybe we can all go together on a bus from here.  Of 
course, the idea of a busload of us going to the Met in HD series also arises now 
and then, only to fall back into the vast pool of things I don’t do well: logistics in 
this case.  Any volunteers? 
Today’s “Barber” originated in a play by Beaumarchais, or more accurately, 
Pierre-Augustin Caron de Beaumarchais, and, yes, his is the name once on fine 
watches; he invented a new escapement for watches in 1753.  In 1775, the 
American Revolution began and The Barber of Seville premiered as a five-act 
play but was not well received.  The four-act version that followed was a success.  
So the foundation for the libretto of “Barber” was written by a watchmaker, harp 
teacher, playwright, diplomat, spy, inventor, musician, publisher, arms dealer, 
horticulturist, satirist, financier, and revolutionary; a factotum not unlike the 
Figaro he created.  Moreover, Beaumarchais seems no more impressed with 
ruling aristocrats than Figaro’s likes Count Almaviva: 
“To appear always deeply concerned for the good of the State, yet to be concerned with 
nothing but self-interest; to assemble and say nothing; to pretend vast secrecy where there is 
nothing to conceal; to shut yourself up in your quarters, and mend your pen or pick your 
teeth while your servants inform the waiting crowd you are too busy to be approached—this, 
with the art of intercepting letters and excusing the poverty of means by the importance of 
the ends—this is the whole mystery of politics, or I am an idiot.”   -Beaumarchais
(My research included an article by WNO’s Dramaturg Kelley Rourke among the 
usual on-line suspects.) 
See you at the opera.
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