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NOTES by STEVE SCHWARTZ 
This production of Mozart’s masterpiece is 
the version in the boxed set, M|22, of all of 
Mozart’s 22 operas compiled by the Salzburg 
Festival in honor of the 250th anniversary of 
his birth.  There are also sold separately a 
DVD and a BD of this same performance.   
I have largely repeated my Notes for other 
recordings since every essential feature of 
this opera remains the same. However, I do 
comment citing a few, relatively minor 
differences in the versions we present. 

PLOT and COMMENTARY  
This opera premiered in 1786 and changed 
the world of opera forever. The plot is based 
on a French play by Pierre de Beaumarchais, 
which was a sequel to his earlier “The Barber 
of Seville”, in which its heroine Rosina is 
successfully courted and married by a 
romantic young titled nobleman, Count 
Almaviva. 

[Continued]

THIS WEEK 

Steve and I really ponder what 
to schedule every year. We’d be 
able to show you a great work 
every afternoon… but choose 
we must… and will, soon. So, as 
2022 nears, you might want to 
start thinking about what you 
would like us to present. I’ll say 
more in future about our 
process but you can start to 
think about what you’d like to 
see.         - Gene 

THE CAST 
Count Almaviva, baritone:  Bo 
Skovhus  
The Countess, soprano, his 
wife:  Dorothea Roschmann 

Figaro, baritone, the Count’s 
chief servant : Ildebrando 
d’Arcangelo 
Susanna, soprano, Figaro’s 
fiancée:  Anna Netrebko 
Cherubino, mezzo, a young 
page:  Christine Schafer  

Bartolo, baritone, Rosina’s 
guardian:  Franz-josef Selig 

Marcellina, mezzo, Bartolo’s 
companion:  Marie McLaughlin 
Basilio, tenor, castle busybody:  
Patrick Henckens 
The Vienna Philharmonic 
Orchestra is conducted by 
Nicholas Harnoncourt  

Next Week In Encore
Nov.26 My Fair Lady 
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Today’s story occurs three years 
later, by which time that affable tenor 
has degenerated into a scheming 
philandering baritone.  Today’s story 
recounts a single day during which 
his efforts to seduce Susanna, a 
young woman in his household, are 
thwarted. Thus, the opera’s is 
subtitled “A Crazy Day”. 
Mozart and his librettist Lorenzo da 
Ponte portray the Count not only as a 
letch, but also as a lot dumber than 
our heroes, the young couple 
Susanna and Figaro. When you 
remember that this opera premiered 
just a few years before the French 
revolution overturned the entire 
fabric of European society, you can 
understand why a story depicting 
servants as brighter than their 
masters created a stir among the 
opera-going aristocracy.   
Having won the hand of and married 
Rosina, ward of the grumpy old Don 
Bartolo despite his efforts to prevent 
the marriage, the Count had returned 
to his castle in Seville and made Figaro 
head of his household staff.  Not long 
ago, the Count had revoked a fictional 
feudal right (wherein the Lord of the 
Manor had first dibs at bedding down 
new brides in his domain) and is now 
set on invoking it so he can bed down 
Susanna. Of course, Susanna, Figaro 
and the Countess all seek to prevent 
that and let the wedding proceed.  The 
opera revolves around that central 
dispute.   
The opera’s overture is familiar to 
every opera fan or concert-goer. It 
has no themes from the opera itself, 
but sets the happy tone for the life of 

the opera. 
ACT ONE 

Today is the day Figaro is to marry 
Susanna.  Figaro is measuring a 
room in the castle to see if the bridal 
bed will fit, while Susanna is trying 
on her new wedding bonnet.  He is 
pleased with the location the Count 
has given them but Susanna is not.  
She is concerned that it will provide 
too easy access to the Count. Figaro 
hadn’t thought of that. He angrily 
sings that he’ll outwit the Count “Se 
vuol ballare, signor contino” (If you 
wanna dance, Count baby, that’s 
okay-but I’ll be playing the tune). 
Don Bartolo enters with Marcellina. 
who hopes be able to marry Figaro 
herself and has a plan.  Years ago 
Figaro had borrowed money from 
her and signed a promissory note 
saying he must marry her if he 
should default on the loan.  Since he 
does not have the money, she now 
intends to enforce that note.  Bartolo 
recalls how Almaviva had thwarted 
his plan to marry Rosina when she 
had been his ward, so he intends to 
help Marcellina now. “La Vendetta” 
(Vengeance).  
Don Bartolo leaves and Susanna 
returns.  The two women trade 
insults in a verbal, caustic cat fight 
“Via, resti servita, madama brillante” 
(After you, brilliant madam) in which 
Susanna wins each exchange by 
mentioning Marcellina’s age.  
Marcellina leaves and Cherubino, 
the 14-year old page, enters. (This 
trouser role is always sung by a 
mezzo). The page bewails his 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Se_vuol_ballare
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Se_vuol_ballare
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hormone-driven confusion “Non so 
più cosa son” (I don't know 
anymore what I am). But his 
amorous ways around the castle 
have angered the Count, who 
considers such matters to be his 
sole prerogative. Today, the Count 
saw the boy with Barbarina, the 
gardener's daughter, and intends to 
send him away.  The boy has come 
to ask Susanna to prevail on the 
Countess to rescue him.  Suddenly 
the Count bursts in and Cherubino 
hides behind a large armchair. The 
Count thinks they’re alone and 
makes a move on Susanna that is 
itself interrupted when Basilio 
appears. So the Count hides behind 
the same chair while Cherubino 
scrambles to the other side where 
Susanna covers him with a sheet.   
Basilio reminds Susanna of the 
benefits she’d receive were she to 
succumb to the Count’s advances, 
during which he mentions how the 
page always looks longingly at the 
Countess. This causes the Count to 
leap out and accost Basilio.   
The Count describes how he had 
encountered Cherubino hiding 
under a cloth in Barbarino’s room 
and demonstrates by lifting the 
sheet from the chair, only to 
discover the lad. The boy is only 
saved from the Count’s ire by the 
timely arrival of a group of 
peasants led by Figaro. Our hero 
leads them in praising the coming 
nuptials, in hoping this will shame 
the Count into allowing the wedding 
to go forward. The Count pretends 
to agree but in truth intends to 
delay it so Marcellina can press her 

case, thus giving him time to nail 
Susanna.   
Cherubino demonstrates his 
shrewdness by blackmailing the 
Count. He admits having overheard 
the Count propositioning Susanna 
but says he’d tried not to hear 
what had gone on. (Translation: 
the price for his silence is for the 
Count to  allow him to stay.) So the 
Count grudgingly backs down.   
But he finds a new way to get the 
page out of his hair: he gives him 
an instant commission in the army 
and orders him to report to his unit 
at once.  Then he gets in a 
gratuitous dig at Figaro, telling the 
lad he can kiss Susanna goodbye. 
The somewhat annoyed Figaro now 
sings the most famous aria in the 
opera, the marvelous “Non più 
andrai” (No more galavanting 
around for you, amorous butterfly) 
advising him of the harsh realities 
of military life. 

ACT TWO 
The Countess is in her bedroom 
suite as we hear a long and 
languorous orchestral introduction 
to her hauntingly beautiful aria 
lamenting her husband's infidelities 
“Porgi amor, qualche ristoro”  (Let 
me have my love back or let me 
die). It introduces a poignant 
ambience that remains throughout 
the rest of the opera.  Throughout 
contentious events intruding on 
everyone on stage, our emotions 
are always on her side in her 
running battle with the Count. 
Susanna enters and dismisses the 
Count’s efforts to seduce her, then 
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Figaro arrives. He tells them that 
he’s sent the Count an anonymous 
letter warning that tonight the 
Countess will be meeting with an 
unknown man in the garden.  He’s 
also asked Cherubino to come to the 
Countess where Susanna will dress 
him in female clothes. His plan is to 
get the Count to claim he’s caught 
his wife in a secret tryst. When the 
truth emerges he’ll be so humiliated 
he’ll allow the wedding. Cherubino 
enters; he has typical adolescent 
crushes on both women and is ready 
to let them dress him in ladies’ 
clothes.  
This scene is sometimes played to 
hint at a lesbian dynamic as two 
attractive women undress a third, 
but anything between the page and 
the Countess is only hinted at. 
Cherubino is asked to sing the 
canzonetta he’d composed for the 
Countess and given to Susanna: “Voi 
che sapete che cosa è amor” (You 
who know what love is, please tell 
me, is that what I'm suffering 
from?). The ladies undress him 
“Venite, inginocchiate” (Come kneel 
down before me) and the Countess 
notices that the Count failed to 
officially seal Cherubino's 
commission.   
Susanna goes to her room to fetch 
female clothing in which to dress 
Cherubino. As the Countess and 
Cherubino await her return they 
hear the Count at the outer door. 
Cherubino hides in the closet. The 
Count enters and  demands to know 
why the outer door was locked. 
When a loud crash comes from 
inside the closet, she pretends to 

have heard nothing.  He’s not buying 
that and tries to open the closet 
door but finds that it’s also locked.  
‘Who’s in there?’, he demands. The 
Countess says it’s Susanna trying on 
her wedding dress and seeking 
privacy. He shouts for her to speak 
but the Countess commands her to 
remain silent. Now the Count is 
beside himself with anger and 
suspicion. Meanwhile Susanna enters 
unobserved and hides. 
The Count decides to break the door 
down and goes to get his tools, 
dragging the Countess with him, 
locking the outer door on the way 
out.  Cherubino and Susanna 
emerge from their hiding places and 
realize they’re in a pickle. (Listen to 
the frenetic music Mozart wrote to 
convey their panic.)  Cherubino 
escapes by jumping out the window 
to the garden while Susanna hides in 
the closet. 
The Count and Countess return. 
Feeling trapped, the Countess 
admits it’s not Susanna in the closet, 
it’s Cherubino. She urges her 
husband not to be upset that he is 
half-undressed; he loses it and sings 
“Mora, mora” (he will die) drawing 
his sword; she gives up the key and 
hides her face, fearing his rage.   
Both are astonished when Susanna 
emerges alone, giving the ladies the 
upper hand. When he asks why the 
Countess said the page was in the 
closet, she replies that it was all a 
ploy to test his trust in her. Shamed 
by his jealousy and how he acted, he 
begs forgiveness. The ladies only 
pile on more guilt.   
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One of the strengths of Beaumarchais’ 
inventive plot is that the tables keep 
getting turned. Just when the ladies 
had won, Figaro enters and screws 
everything up by sticking to the 
original story. He doesn’t know that 
the women identified him as author of 
the unsigned letter the Count had 
received and had deftly woven it into 
their cover story.  So, when Count 
questions Figaro about the letter he 
denies any knowledge of it (despite 
their efforts to shut him up). With 
their cover story blown, they’re back 
on the defensive.  Figaro almost 
succeeds in undoing the damage but 
the Count gets another stroke of luck. 
Antonio, the gardener and 
Barbarino’s father, enters to complain 
that a man had jumped into the 
garden below.  
The Count realizes that the jumper 
was Cherubino, so agile Figaro 
concocts another story.  He claims he 
was the jumper, and fakes a foot-
injury.  (Now has he won? Of course 
not.  Not yet, anyway.)   
Another blow: Antonio produces a 
paper the jumper dropped.  The 
Count orders Figaro to identify the 
paper. (it’s Cherubino's commission, 
but Figaro doesn’t know that). He 
stalls for time while the women 
surreptitiously inform him.  Hooray! 
The Count is foiled again! (Or has he? 
The battle of wits goes on to the end 
of the act, but there’s still more 
craziness to come.) 
Marcellina, Bartolo and Basilio burst 
in to announce that the document 
Figaro had signed long ago was ruled 
legally binding. (Has the Count won? 
No, again.) Still hoping to get 

Susanna into bed, the Count creates 
another delay.  As Lord of the Manor, 
he will hold his own hearing and 
render the final decision.   
Now the seven principal characters 
are all on stage, aligned into two 
warring camps: the faction of 
Susanna-Countess-Figaro on one 
side against Bartolo-Marcellina-
Basilio.  Since the Count hopes to 
postpone if not prevent the wedding 
altogether, things don’t look good for 
our heroes.   

ACT THREE 
In a large ground floor room opening 
to the garden, the Count is mulling 
over the situation, trying to sort out 
recent events. He’s peeved that his 
servants have outsmarted him again 
and recites the philosophy of every 
hereditary aristocrat: God’s design is 
that masters should lead and his 
servants follow.   
His anger is only assuaged when 
Susanna enters.  She and the 
Countess have a new plan to entrap 
the Count. She tells him she will 
meet him that night in the garden. 
He’s overjoyed, at the prospect of 
finally getting Susanna “Crudel, 
perché finora?” (Cruel girl, why did 
you make me wait so long?). But as 
Susanna leaves, he hears her telling 
Figaro she’d already won, and 
realizes he’s been tricked again. He 
vows to make Figaro pay so Figaro's 
trial ends with the Count ruling 
Figaro must marry Marcellina.  
Oh, no! The bad guys have won!  
But wait! This is a comedy and must 
have a happy ending.  Figaro says 
he can’t marry without his parents' 
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permission, but he doesn’t know 
who they are, since he was stolen as 
a baby.  It turns out that Figaro is 
actually Marcellina’s long-lost 
illegitimate son and Bartolo is his 
father. Figaro can’t marry his own 
mother, so, the good guys win. 
(Hurrah!) 
Bartolo, overcome at meeting the 
fruits of his old dalliance with 
Marcellina, says he’ll marry her in a 
double ceremony.  This introduces a 
sextet “Riconosci in questo amplesso 
una madre” (Recognize a mother in 
this hug).   
Susanna enters in a gay mood, for 
she has the money needed to pay 
Figaro’s debt to Marcellina. But upon 
seeing Figaro hugging Marcellina, 
she thinks Figaro has already 
married her. At first Susanna won’t 
allow him to explain and angrily 
slaps him. He does explain and she 
is happy once again.  (Mozart said 
this was his favorite scena in the 
opera.)  Everyone leaves.  
The Countess enters in a 
contemplative mood.  The wedding 
issue is resolved, but she still has a 
cheating husband. “Dove sono i bei 
momenti?” (Where are they, the 
beautiful moments?).  Susanna 
enters and they concoct a new plan 
to entrap the Count. The Countess 
dictates a letter for Susanna to write 
and give him saying she will meet 
him that night in the garden and 
tells the Count to return the pin 
fastening the letter if he agrees.  
A chorus of peasants enters to 
serenade both couples on their 
forthcoming nuptials.  Among them 

is Cherubino disguised as a girl. The 
Count arrives with Antonio, who sees 
through Cherubino’s disguise, again 
enraging the Count.  He’s ready to 
throw the book at the page, but 
Barbarina reminds him that every 
time he kissed her, he offered her 
anything she wanted and she wants 
Cherubino's hand in marriage.  Once 
again the Count must back down 
and the double wedding is held. In 
the following dance, Susanna gives 
the Count the letter the Countess 
dictated.  After reading it, he goes to 
signal his agreement and Figaro 
comments that the dumbbell pricked 
his finger on the pin. Figaro laughs, 
unaware that the letter is from 
Susanna promising to meet the 
Count later that night in the garden.  

ACT FOUR 
Some say only God and Mozart could 
follow the crazy events in this final 
act, all caused by Susanna and the 
Countess exchanging outfits.  I’ll 
synopsize it, but directors often vary 
details; just enjoy Mozart’s music. 
It’s now evening in the crazy day. 
Barbarina is in the unlit garden, 
unhappily looking for something as 
she sings her only aria  “L’ho 
perduta, me meschina” (I lost it, 
poor me). She’s met by Figaro, who 
learns she’s lost a pin the Count 
asked her to deliver to Susanna. He 
realizes it’s the pin he had previously 
commented on.  
Today’s production is like most 
“Nozzes” in omitting two arias 
originally meant to give two lesser 
soloists an opportunity to shine. You 
won’t hear Marcellina sing for all 
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womankind against the 
mistreatment they routinely receive 
from unfeeling men.  I feel this aria 
has merit and adds to the message 
of the opera.  Also omitted is 
Basilio’s aria that I feel has minimal 
value. 
Based on what Barbarina said, 
Figaro concludes that Susanna is 
meeting the Count behind his back.  
He sings an aria addressed to 
cuckolded husbands all over the 
world “Aprite un po' quegli occhi” 
(Open your eyes a little).  
Susanna and the Countess enter. 
They’re barely visible in the dark 
garden, so no one realizes they 
exchanged outfits. During this act 
everyone is groping in the dark and 
interacting solely based on the 
costumes they see.  Of course, 
Susana knows who is who. She has 
seen Figaro spying on her and 
decides to teach him a lesson.  
Knowing he’d think she’s serenading 
the Count, she sings “Deh, vieni, 
non tardar” (Oh come, don't delay).  
Cherubino enters and starts wooing 
"Susanna". But the Count is planning 
to woo Susanna himself. He shoves 
the page away just as Figaro takes 
the boy’s place and so he is struck 
instead.  The Count gives “Susanna” 
a valuable ring, hoping this gift will 
aid his seduction.  But she evades 
his grasp and slips away.  
Now Figaro turns the tables on 
Susanna. He had recognized her 
voice and teases her by pretending 
that he’s wooing the “Countess”. He 
loudly proclaims his love for that 
lady and hugs her. She rises to the 

bait and viciously attacks him, only 
relenting when he laughs and 
explains he recognized her voice.  
Now together, they too decide to 
tricks the Count. Figaro resumes his 
pretense of seducing the supposed 
Countess and provokes the desired 
response from the enraged Count, 
who calls for everyone to come out 
from hiding to be witness to his 
wife’s infidelity. As each character 
emerges, Figaro vocally identifies 
them.  Once they’re all out, they 
beg the Count to forgive his wife.  
But, he takes the stance he’d taken 
before, and repeatedly refuses to 
forgive. He’s sure he’s caught his 
wife red-handed, and gloats in his 
’victory’. 
Now the Countess emerges!  The 
Count is dumbstruck when she 
produces the ring he gave to 
“Susanna”.  He’s been caught trying 
to seduce his own wife with 
everyone as witness. Again begging 
for mercy, he kneels at her feet and 
pleads “Contessa, perdono” 
(Countess, forgive me).  She does 
so “Piú docile io sono” (I am more 
kind).  
The opera closes happily, everyone 
on stage celebrates the 
reconciliation of the errant Count 
and his faithful Countess. Perhaps 
some even dare to hope that the 
experience will cause him to mend 
his straying ways.     

SOME FINAL COMMENTS   
It would be difficult to exaggerate 
how much European nobility was 
upset by the play on which Mozart’s 
‘Nozze’ is based. Not only do 
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servants match wits with Masters 
but they win!  

The Emperor Joseph II ruled in 
Vienna, where Mozart lived and 
where the opera premiered.  He was 
fully aware of the play’s story. (His 
sister, Marie Antoinette, was then 
Queen of France). Yet, Mozart’s 
librettist, Lorenzo da Ponte, was so 
adept in dealing with Emperor that 
he got permission to write and 
mount the opera in the spring of 
1786.  Da Ponte had persuaded the 
Emperor that the libretto would be 
purged of all revolutionary parts of 
Beaumarchais’ truly funny play and 
leave only the laughter. 

The French Revolution began three 
years later; no one suggests that 
this opera contributed to it.  But, “Le 
Nozze di Figaro” did start a 
revolution in opera. After its 
premiere, it became the touchstone 
against which all succeeding operas 
were to be measured, and it has 
remained so in the intervening 231 
years.  But, the spring it premiered, 
a cabal of personnel in Joseph’s 
court were able to cut “Nozze’s” run 
to only 19 performances and kept 
Mozart from receiving his due: a 
permanent position at court.  Few 
dispute that these factors had a 
catastrophic impact on Mozart’s life.  

For his remaining five years, this 
musical genius had to continually 
struggle to make ends meet rather 
than enjoying a stable income.  He 
died on December 5, 1791 at the 
age of 35, in debt.  His final opera, 
“The Magic Flute”, had premiered 
that September and would have 
provided the income he needed.  
But it came too late.  Initially he 
was buried in a mass grave, but 
later his body was disinterred and 
given a more appropriate burial.

Runtime: 202 minutes • Filmed at 
SALZBURG Festival in 1994  •  DVD 

released 2007 by Deutsche 
Grammophon  • MPAA not rated • 

ASIN: B000LC4TJ0 

Riderwood Opera Theater 
presents both recorded and live 
performances of and about opera.  
Live concerts are Purple Lady 
Productions; recordings are shown 
as Encore Opera. 
Residents are invited to join and work 
with Opera Theater’s members: Mike 
Beard, Paula Cook, Joe Davidson, 
Judith Dighe, Trudy Downs, Betty 
Dunkins, Sallie Holder, David Knutson, 
Sally Koenig, Joan Kugler, Gene 
Martin, Sally Porter, Steve Schwartz, 
Leah Solat, Mary Ann Stroker, Millie 
Trimble, and Ken Welliver. Our new 
members’ names will soon be added 
to this list; really, they will.
Encore Opera Notes is published every 
week,  for the opera community at 
Riderwood and distributed without charge 
by Leah Solat, Mary Ann Stroker, and 
Judith Dighe to the cubbies of residents 
without email. It is edited and printed by 
Gene Martin
For a free subscription send your 
name and (cubby) address to Leah 
Solat, PV 409 or email:   

genemartin36@gmail.com  


