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The Marriage of Figaro. 
Maintaining our pattern of describing an event which occurred on the first day of 
the current month, this month your scribe describes the very first performance 

of really a quite subversive for the time, well known classical opera.  I was first 
taken when I was a rather awkward and reluctant thirteen-year-old by Father, 

together with Mother and my younger Brother, to Sadlers Wells Theatre in 
London to   see “The Marriage of Figaro”.  Having entered the theatre, if not 

exactly under protest at least with little enthusiasm, once the performance 
commenced, I was absolutely captivated.  This was my introduction to the world 
of Eighteenth-Century Music and all its charm, sophistication and elegance. 

It was not till years later that I came to understand the rebellious theme within 
the plot. 

The opera is a musical adaptation of the play by Pierre-Augustin Caron de 
Beaumarchais “la folle journee, ou le Marriage de Figaro” (the Mad Day or the 
Marriage of Figaro) written in 1778 and accepted for production by the Comedie 

Francaise of Paris in 1781, but three years elapsed before it was performed for 
public audience in 1784. This play is the second in the Figaro trilogy, preceded 

by “The Barber of Seville” and followed by “The Guilty Mother”.   Initially the text 
was approved, with minor changes, by the Official Censor, but at a private 
reading before the French court the play so shocked King Louis XVI that he 

forbade its public presentation. Pierre de Beaumarchais revised the text, moving 
the action from France to Spain, and after further scrutiny by the Censor the 

piece was played to an audience including members of the Royal Family in 
September 1783. The Censor still refused to license the play for public 
performance, but the king personally authorised its production and thus it was 

first performed publically in 1784. Thanks to the great popularity of its 
predecessor, The Marriage of Figaro opened to enormous success; it was said to 

have grossed 100,000 francs in the first twenty showings, and the theatre was 
so packed that three people were reportedly crushed to death in the opening-
night crowd. 

The play was translated into English by Thomas Holcroft, and under the title of 
The Follies of a Day – or the Marriage of Figaro” it was produced at the Theatre 

Royal in London in late 1784 and early 1795. The Theatre Royal was built in 
1734 for the production of plays, but was destroyed by fire in 1808 and again in 
1856.  During the 19th Century, with increasing performances of Ballet and 

Opera the name was changed to the Royal Opera House, and is commonly 
referred to as Covent Garden. In France the play has held its place in the 

repertory, and leading companies have played it in the original language to 
audiences in Europe and America.  In 1960 a Comédie Française production was 
filmed, under the direction of Jean Mayer, with Jean Piat as Figaro. 

In the twentieth century the play continued to be staged in translation by foreign 
companies. In 1927 Constantin Stanislavski staged the work at the Moscow Art 

Theatre; in 1974 the British National Theatre company presented a version by 
John Wells, directed by Jonathan Miller.  

Beaumarchais' comedy was adapted into One Mad Day! a "screwball comedy" in 
Three Acts by William James Royce. The play premiered at the Norton Clapp 
Theatre on 24 October 2008. In 1984 BBC Radio 3 broadcast a production of 

Beaumarchais' play in John Wells's translation; in December 2010 the same 
station transmitted a new version, adapted and directed by David Timson. 



The opening night of Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart’s ever popular opera at the 
Burgtheatre in Vienna, illustrated below, on the 1st May, 1786 witnessed the 

composer himself conducting the theatre orchestra, the custom of the day, 
whilst seated at a pianoforte. It tells the story of Susanna, the maid of the 

Countess of Almaviva who is to marry the Count’s valet, Figaro.  However, the 
Count of Almaviva wishes to exercise his hereditary right to sample the bride on 
the day of her marriage himself as was the custom for the counts of 

Almaviva.  It is the continuation of the story of “The Barber of Seville” several 
years later and recounts a single day of madness in the palace of the Count 

of Almaviva near Seville in Spain.  Rosina is now the Countess, Dr. Bartolo is 
seeking revenge against Figaro for thwarting his plans to marry Rosina himself 
and the Count of Almaviva has degenerated from the romantic youth of the 

Barber of Seville into a scheming, bullying, maiden chasing baritone. Having 
gratefully granted Figaro the post of head of the servants, he is now persistently 

trying to exert his droit de seigneur – his right to bed a servant girl on her 
wedding night including Susanna, Figaro’s bride to be who, as mentioned above, 
is Rosina’s maid.  He keeps finding reasons to delay the wedding of his two 

servants which has been arranged for this day.  However, all is not well, as not 
only Susanna tries to avoid the Count, but he faces objections from his Countess 

and Figaro. The Countess, Figaro and Susanna all conspire to embarrass the 
Count by exposing his scheming. He retaliates by trying to compel Figaro to 

marry a woman old enough to be his Mother, but at the last minute it is 
discovered that she actually is his Mother. The opera concludes with Figaro’s and 
Susanna’s clever manipulations finally restoring the Count’s love for his Countess 

and tranquillity returns to Almaviva, near Aguas-Frescas three leagues from 
Seville.                                                    

  
In the years before the catastrophe in Paris of 1789 there was widespread 
politically subversive activity of which the creation of an Encyclopaedia in France 

is perhaps the most significant example, and plays ridiculing the established 
order attained both popularity and notoriety.    

  
It is greatly to the credit of Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart that he managed to 
secure the approval of the Imperial Censor for his operatic version of Pierre 

Beaumarchais’ play which only two years earlier had met with severe 
disapproval, Kaiser Joseph II declaring that “since the piece contains much that 

is objectionable, I therefore expect that the Censor shall either reject it 
altogether, or at any rate have such alterations made in it that he shall be 
responsible for the performance of this play and the impression it may make”. 

Therefore, the Austrian Censor duly prohibited performances of the German 
version of the play.  However, Mozart’s librettist succeeded in obtaining approval 

for the operatic version.  This was the first of three operas produced with the 
collaboration of Lorenzo da Ponte, and was composed in six weeks with Lorenzo 
da Ponte writing the songs in poetic Italian whilst removing the original political 

references. From our standpoint some 233 years later, it is easy to see the 
undercurrent of political and social change which was gathering momentum and 

would wreak such havoc on most of the countries of Europe three years 
later.  The other two operas produced by the collaboration of Lorenzo da Ponte 
and Mozart are “Don Giovanni” and “Cosi fan tutte”. 

  
It is a further example both of Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart’s and Lorenzo da 

Ponte’s great success that as the Kaiser controlled the Burgtheatre that Kaiser 



Joseph II agreed to the opera being performed there. The musical version of 
Pierre Beaumarchais’ play was immensely popular from the beginning. The City 

of Prague, then the capital of Bohemia and part of the Austrian Empire 
commissioned its production in the city in 1787, and the Prager 

Oberpostamtszeitung declared the opera a “masterpiece” and that “no piece has 
ever caused such a sensation”.   
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