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THE BARBER OF SEVILLE 
THE MARRIAGE OF FIGARO


PIERRE-AUGUSTIN CARON DE BEAUMARCHAIS was born in Paris in 1732. The son of a clockmaker, he was early appointed horologist to the French court. A rich marriage established his fortunes and thereafter he pursued an adventurous career as financial speculator, confidential agent, gun-runner and, ultimately, man of letters. His literary career began inauspiciously with Eugénie (1767), an unsuccessful bourgeois drama in the manner of Diderot, but his numerous lawsuits soon gave him the ammunition for a very successful series of Mémoires, in which he attacked his adversaries, establishing his reputation. His most famous works today, however, are the comedies The Barber of Seville and The Marriage of Figaro, which formed the basis of the operas by Rossini and Mozart. Beaumarchais died in 1799.


JOHN WOOD was born in 1900 and studied at Manchester University. After some years in teaching and adult education he spent his working life in educational administration. Enthusiasm for the arts in education led to his involvement with the theatre and particularly, as a producer and translator, with the work of Molière. He also translated Beaumarchais’s The Barber of Seville and The Marriage of Figaro for Penguin Classics.
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‘As it is less by my achievement than by my endeavours that I should be judged I still dare to hope for the noble reward I promised myself – the esteem of three great nations, France, America, and even England.’

CARON DE BEAUMARCHAIS




INTRODUCTION

BEAUMARCHAIS is now remembered for his two great comedies and for them, in the English-speaking world at least, because they have won a second and more resounding fame as operas. His other works for the theatre are forgotten, and the vast product of his unflagging energy as a pamphleteer, which gained him an international reputation in his own time, is known only to students. He said himself that he wrote plays par amusement – as others found diversion in hunting, intrigue, or love-making. The statement, and any implication that he abstained from the alternative activities mentioned, need not be taken too literally. All the evidence is that he combined, in his work for the theatre, the zest of the amateur with an unremitting and meticulous toil which was wholly professional. Playwriting formed only a part of a life of protean activity, but it was near and dear to his heart, something that he had to do, an essential expression of his personality. He was also, at various times or simultaneously, artisan, courtier, musician, financier, diplomat, merchant and ship-owner, army contractor, secret agent, publisher, litigant, and controversialist on the grand scale: he knew the extremes of success and failure, wealth and poverty, popularity and neglect, the intense life of Paris and the frustrations of exile, the freedom of palaces, and the constraint of jails. At all times he was a man of ideas and one to whom ideas involved action. Glimpses, reflections, echoes of all his activities occur and re-occur in the plays; their enduring interest lies in the degree in which they mirror the age, the society of which and for which they were written, and evoke the love of life, restless energy, unflagging gaiety, audacity, resource, and resilience of their author. It was said of Beaumarchais that he had but one character – himself – and of Figaro that he epitomized all the vices of the man who created him. There is truth in both allegations, but to us who read the plays now it is less a fault than a measure of his achievement.

Beaumarchais was at once a wit and a man of feeling, a lover and a libertine, a paladin and an adventurer: he sounded the clarion of liberty about the walls of the decadent society to which his work lent distinction, and when the time came he defied the powers he had helped to unloose to engulf him. An adventurer, a careerist, a man of no principle – so his enemies described him; brave, warm-hearted, generous to a fault, indefatigable in any cause he undertook to support – so he appeared to his friends; in good fortune and bad he ran true to form.

A man so varied, one so much the epitome of his age, was unlikely to reveal in his work profound truth, the inner realities of human nature. He had not the dimension of his forerunner, Molière, or of his contemporary, Voltaire. The range of his creation was limited and it did not cut deep: indeed, it has been said that his best works, the plays we are concerned with, were no more than pastiche. It is a superficial estimate, but if it were true then what a pastiche! How skilled is the workmanship, how light the touch, how brilliant the finish, how precise the balance of feeling and wit!

That the two plays are now known to the English stage only through Rossini and Mozart is our loss. The repertory of classic comedies does not contain so many works of a like order that we can afford to ignore The Barber and Figaro. In the European theatre they still hold their place and they have something to say on issues which retain a contemporary interest. Beneath the fun and frivolity there is a quality which is not to be confused with indifference. A man who must laugh at the world lest he should weep is a figure only the happier ages of history can ignore. An ironic awareness of values other than those of conventional society is revealed only in flashes in The Barber: in Figaro it is implicit, a continuing accompaniment to the comic theme. It is a challenge that the agents of tyranny have rarely failed to detect. Louis XVI, after hearing a reading of Figaro, said that such a play could never be allowed to appear on the stage. He did not stand by his estimate, but then he was that type of man. Napoleon’s grim comment on Beaumarchais was that in his time such a fellow would have been clapped into jail. And presumably kept there! The restored Bourbons had their censors delete from the plays all reference to censorship. More recent censors have acknowledged in Figaro one who, when speaking of Liberty, does not take that name in vain.

Beaumarchais was born in 1732, the son of a master watchmaker named Caron, himself a most interesting man, a Calvinist turned Catholic, a soldier turned artisan, a provincial settled in Paris, scientifically minded but a lover of music and literature. Pierre Augustin was the seventh of ten children, the only surviving son in a family of six daughters. He had only a limited schooling, but the home life of this talented family was an education in itself, and Beaumarchais, in youth and manhood, read widely in French, English, and Classical literature. At the age of eighteen he ran away from paternal discipline, but returned at his mother’s intercession and devoted himself to mastering his craft. Thenceforward his relations with his father were close and affectionate. It was his qualities of intelligence and inventiveness as applied to his craft, of audacity and determination in the face of a threat to his achievement, that first brought the young man to public notice. He had invented a new form of regulator for watches, but his discovery was claimed by one Lepaute, a master watchmaker and horloger to the Court. It was the occasion of Beaumarchais’s first essay in polemics. Such was the thoroughness with which he documented his protest, the skill and address with which he marshalled his case, that he convinced the Académie des Sciences of the justice of his claims. At the age of twenty-two he became not only master watchmaker but watchmaker to the King. Thus a career of vaulting ambition was launched. Within a year the young artisan had become a Court functionary, having purchased an office in the Royal Household; within two he had married the widow of his predecessor in his office and gained control of her considerable fortune. It was at this stage that he took the name of Beaumarchais or Caron de Beaumarchais from a small property of his wife. The marriage was unhappily of short duration, and left a legacy of tiresome litigation and the loss of all the fortune that marriage had brought him.

Nothing daunted, apparently, after the briefest of intervals he was exploring another avenue to fortune, exploiting another aspect of his outstanding ability. In 1759 he was teaching the harp to the daughters of Louis XV. He was soon much at home in the inner circles of the Court, an indispensable organizer of gaiety, and turned his contacts to advantage by entering into a close association with Paris Duverney, a financier who had been adviser to Madame de Pompadour and combined banking and farming of royal finance with speculation and promotion of vast projects on his own account. Beaumarchais quickly became rich, and in 1761 purchased one of the secretaryships in the Royal Household, a sinecure which carried formal admission to the nobility. He next attempted to crown this career by obtaining the post of Grand Maître des Eaux et Forêts, but he had to content himself with the deputy Capitainerie de la Varenne du Louvre – the keepership of the Royal Warren. This feudal survival carried certain judicial functions which he continued to exercise, except for intervals when he was abroad, for the next twenty years, even when he was himself at odds with the royal judiciary.

Beaumarchais was now thirty years of age and could well consider that he had done pretty well for himself. At the same time success had made him numerous enemies, as he was to find as soon as there was a check to his fortunes. Such upstarts drew the fire of the less fortunate without securing recognition on equal terms from the old nobility among whom they mixed in Court circles.

In May 1764 Beaumarchais left his lieutenancy to be exercised by his principal and departed for Spain. His declared purpose was to vindicate the honour of his sister, Marie Louise, who had been jilted in Madrid by a writer named Clavijo. Beaumarchais was later to blow up this domestic quarrel into a European sensation and make the name of the unfortunate Clavijo a byword. Goethe in Weimar, Marsollier in Paris, were to put versions of the story on the stage, and Beaumarchais himself used parts of it in his own play, Eugénie. But this was in the future and, immediately, Beaumarchais had other business in Spain. He was engineering, probably in partnership with Duverney, a vast project for the exploitation of the Spanish colony of Louisiana by importing slaves and trading in tobacco. At the same time he was involved in schemes to supply the Spanish armies with munitions and the heir to the Spanish throne with a French mistress, who was to be an instrument of French policy. Subsidiary activities included establishing his brother-in-law in business in Spain, collecting his father’s debts, and beginning his correspondence with Voltaire. The major enterprises came to nothing, but the experience in Spain was to furnish the Spanish local colour of his plays.

It was to the theatre that Beaumarchais turned on his return to France. Eugénie, his first play, was produced by the Comédie Française in 1767. It was published in the same year with a prefatory essay on the Genre dramatique sérieux. A sentimental drama – something, as Beaumarchais said, between heroic tragedy and true comedy – it was influenced by Diderot, whose Père de famille Beaumarchais had greatly admired. It was coldly received, hurriedly refurbished, and, in spite of hostile criticism, enjoyed a considerable success. An English version was put on by Garrick in 1769 as The School for Rakes. It was followed five years later by Les Deux Amis ou le négociant de Lyon, another essay in the sentimental manner which was a failure.

Meanwhile Beaumarchais had married again. The lady was a widow and rich, but this marriage, like the first one, was tragically short-lived, and the son by the marriage did not long survive his mother. In the same year, 1770, Beaumarchais sustained a further blow in the death of his partner, Paris Duverney. This led to disasters which threatened to end his career and did permanently impair his reputation. Duverney’s executor, Count de la Blache, denied Beaumarchais monies due from the estate and sued him for debts, which, he alleged, were owed to it. La Blache lost the first round, but the verdict was reversed on appeal. So began a legal process which was to drag on for ten years. In a series of Mémoires against Goëzman, who had decided against him, Beaumarchais began by challenging an unjust and corrupt decision. He ended by arraigning at the bar of public opinion the whole judicial system and the ministers who maintained it. The Mémoires employ every resource of reasoned argument and rhetoric, of narration, innuendo, wit, and appeal to sentiment. They were eagerly read wherever a literate public existed. The case was the news of the day in London and in Berlin, at the courts of St Petersburg and Schönbrunn. ‘What a man,’ said Voltaire. ‘He has everything – pleasantry, seriousness, reason, vigour, pathos, eloquence of every kind, and yet he strives after none of them….’ Horace Walpole, more restrained, as became a good Englishman, was also more perspicacious – ‘The man is exceedingly adroit, reasons well and his jests are often amusing – but he is too pleased with himself.’
Though the Goëzman affair added to the gaiety of nations, it was a deadly ordeal for Beaumarchais, the long-awaited opportunity for his enemies, the testing-time for his courage. The result of La Blache’s success on appeal was that Beaumarchais was condemned to pay up; his house and goods were impounded; his late wife’s relatives, even his first wife’s, disinterred old claims upon him and vilified him without mercy. Moreover, he was not only the victim of civil process but branded as a criminal and sentenced to deprivation of civil rights by the Parlement. When he came into collision on a personal matter with a highly placed but erratic member of the nobility, the Duc de Chaulnes, he was summarily thrown into jail at a time when the case against Goëzman was at its most critical stage. Production of his play The Barber of Seville, which was to have taken place in 1773, had to be postponed because no one in the theatre could afford to give a man in his position open support. But Beaumarchais was never so dangerous as when his back was to the wall. Undismayed by the threat of disaster, he carried the fight to the enemy – accused Goëzman and his wife of corruption and continued to put his case to the public with unflagging wit, clarity, and good humour. In court he showed the same qualities combined with remarkable self-control and adroitness. When his enemies resorted to mud-slinging they found their methods recoiled upon them: allegations were made about the famous journey to Spain; Beaumarchais told the whole truth as he saw it, used the hapless Clavijo as the archetype of his enemies, and presented his own loyalty to his sister as evidence of what manner of man he was. As for Goëzman, whose method had been from the first to brand Beaumarchais as a liar and forger, Beaumarchais attacked him first through his wife – the facts of the case gave him no option – and then by disinterring his own personal record with deadly effect. Justice was shown as corrupt and the judge as immoral and devoid of all scruple. When a reluctant judiciary in effect admitted the justice of the case as pleaded by Beaumarchais by finding Goëzman and his wife guilty, Beaumarchais became a popular hero. It was regarded as only a minor flaw in his triumph that he himself was declared at fault too – presumably because he had the audacity to challenge justice at all! He continued to be deprived of civil rights and, much as he enjoyed being lionized, he felt the continuing slur keenly and the road to rehabilitation remained long and hard. It finally came in 1778.

For most men such a case would have been sufficient preoccupation, and there were indeed times when Beaumarchais was too desperate to think of anything else, but, except in mid-crisis, he continued to conduct his multifarious activities. In 1774 he was in London, his plans to produce The Barber temporarily put aside. His business was to suppress or destroy certain scandalous chronicles of the youth of Madame Dubarry which an émigré Frenchman was threatening to publish. Success in this venture he hoped would secure the favourable intervention of Louis XV and restoration of his civil rights. He was to be disappointed. He returned to France to find the King dying and a successor to whom services in the cause of the Dubarry were the reverse of recommendation. Louis XVI began with a prejudice against the Beaumarchais of the Mémoires which he never entirely lost, notwithstanding assiduous service rendered to the Crown. He, Beaumarchais, was in London again in 1775 on a secret mission – and in Germany and Vienna on what appears to have been a wild-goose chase; he returned to London in 1775 and 1776 on the strange business of the Chevalier d’Éon, a celebrity of uncertain sex, formerly a French agent, who possessed documents which it was necessary in the national interest to recover. From these comings and goings Beaumarchais gained little reward and uncertain credit – but an understanding of English politics which he was to turn to account in the cause of the Americans.

He had returned to the theatre in 1775 and triumphantly after many false starts. The Barber of Seville was originally completed as a comic opera in 1772. It was offered to the Opéra Comique and refused. Rewritten as a play in five acts, it was submitted to the censor in 1773 and approved, but Beaumarchais was then in For L’Évêque as a result of the affair of the Duc de Chaulnes. On his release he returned to his plans, but his clashes with the judiciary had strengthened his enemies, and it was known or suspected that the play was to make reference to his experiences as a litigant. Performance was forbidden. On his return from London in 1775 he revised and extended the play. It finally appeared on 23 February 1775 and was received with a chorus of derision – to reappear two days later, remodelled in four acts, and a triumphant success. It has remained in the repertory of the Comédie Française ever since. In England it appeared within less than a year in a translation by Elizabeth Griffith, and performances quickly followed in most European languages. In 1785 it was played at Versailles with the Queen as Rosine and the King’s brother, the Count of Artois, as Figaro. It was produced as an opera – the earlier version by Paisello in St Petersburg in 1780 and in the adaptation by Sterbini with music by Rossini in 1816.

In the year of The Barber, 1775, Beaumarchais had found a new outlet for his energies and revealed new abilities, new reserves of insight, persistence, and courage in a cause which, in the end, he persuaded his king and his country to make their own. It was from London in this year, while he was engaged in the affair of the Chevalier d’Éon, that he addressed the first of his remarkable letters to Louis XVI on the revolt of the American Colonies and the possibilities offered to France by England’s difficulties.


Sire [he wrote in September 1775], the Americans, resolved to go to any lengths rather than yield, and filled with the same enthusiasm for liberty which has so often made the little Corsican nation formidable to Genoa, have 38,000 men under the walls of Boston … all who were engaged in the fisheries which the English have destroyed have become soldiers… all who were concerned with maritime trade which the English have forbidden have joined forces with them… the workers in the ports and harbours have swelled this angry array… and I say, Sire, that such a nation must be invincible.


It was a bold prophecy, and the King and the French Government were less perspicacious or more cautious than Beaumarchais, but he was not the man to wait upon others for action. In 1776 he raised a loan of a million livres and formed a company, Rodrigue Hortalez et Cie, to give succour in the form of arms and munitions to the insurgent colonials. The French and Spanish Governments secretly contributed similar sums. In that year the Americans sent an envoy, Silas Deane, to France to obtain military supplies. He was received at Versailles in a friendly manner, and though no open support was given him, he was put in touch with a secret agent of the Government. The direct result of their negotiations was that during the spring of 1777 ammunition, guns, and complete military equipment for 25,000 men, amounting in value to not less than five million French livres, were landed on the American coast. The timely arrival of these supplies permitted the vigorous carrying out of the campaign of 1777, which ended in the decisive victory of Saratoga.* The agent, the organizer, the shipper, was Beaumarchais, and a great deal of the money involved was his own. The credit for having persuaded the French Government to go as far as it did was primarily his. Thus, before the tide of battle had turned, before Franklin had landed in France, before Lafayette raised his volunteers, before Louis and his minister Vergennes had brought their courage to the sticking-point, Beaumarchais had come to grips with the problem, made his dispositions, organized the financial backing – and dispatched his privately chartered fleets through the screen of English cruisers as successfully as he had side-tracked the inquiries of the English Ambassador at Versailles. The full extent of the part played by Beaumarchais in enlisting sympathy, in mobilizing support and influencing the negotiations which finally led to French recognition of the colonies, was not known until long after his death – not until after the French archives of this period were made available in 1886. It is now beyond question and acknowledged on both sides of the Atlantic that the services he rendered to the American cause were not exceeded by any of his countrymen. The passion for liberty and the success of the cause of those whom, to the end of his life, he called ‘My friends, the free men of America’ had to be their own reward. He recovered from the Americans in his lifetime not one penny of the sums he had expended in their cause. The loan amounting to a million livres he had raised on his own security at the instance of the Crown was repaid to him in 1778 to save him from bankruptcy, but Congress showed a lack of scruple, or unawareness of obligations, in dealing with creditors that accorded ill with the nobility of the sentiments it professed in other connexions. Beaumarchais, in poverty during the years of the Revolution, made great efforts to obtain material recognition of the debt owing to him, but in vain. It was not until 1865 that tardy and partial restitution was made to his heirs.

While conducting his war on behalf of the Americans, Beaumarchais was involved in campaigns nearer home. The success of The Barber led to a collision with the actors of the Théâtre Français, whose interest in the plays they performed had by custom become most unjustifiably extended. They claimed that after the takings on any night fell below a certain figure the rights in all subsequent performances reverted to them. Exhaustion of the author’s interest in his own work they were in the habit of arranging – by giving a performance on an unsuitable occasion or by contriving a clash with some other compelling attraction. This trick they endeavoured to play upon Beaumarchais, but they misjudged their man. He challenged their claims, demanded accounts they were unable or unwilling to produce, appealed to the King’s administrator of the theatre, organized his fellow dramatists, and made the facts public with his usual energy. In the end, though the final result was long delayed, the actors were confounded and the rights of authors placed on an equitable and enduring foundation.


Voltaire died in 1778, and in the following year Beaumarchais purchased all his manuscripts, thus forestalling the agents of Catherine the Great. At Kehl, across the Rhine from Strasbourg and so beyond the reach of the censors of the monarchy he was serving in other capacities, he established a publishing house. Type was purchased in England, paper mills set up in Alsace, and the Société Littéraire Typographique established to bring out a full, definitive, and uncensored edition of the works of the master. During the next years the work was pushed ahead with characteristic energy and indifference to expense.

In 1784, on 27 April, when France was once more at peace but the shadows of civil disaster were lengthening, the climax of Beaumarchais’s career as a dramatist was reached with the first performance of La Folle Journée ou le mariage de Figaro. The idea of the play went back at least as early as The Barber. There were references to the family affairs of Figaro in the preface to that play, and it seems probable that Beaumarchais had completed it more or less as we know it as early as 1778; it was accepted by the Comédie Française in 1781. Nevertheless, it was three years before it was publicly performed. It was first approved by the censor with minor modifications, but, rumours of its satirical content having got around, a reading was arranged at Court with the connivance of friends of the Queen. The scheme went astray. Louis XVI, appalled by the play’s impertinences, declared that it could never be performed. This was sufficient advertisement in certain quarters, and Beaumarchais received innumerable requests for private readings. He was not loath to comply, but at the same time he was prudent enough to edit the text, transfer the setting to Spain, and submit it again to the censor. Approval was refused. Arrangements were made for members of the Comédie Française to give the play in the hall of the Menus Plaisirs in honour of the King’s brother, the Count of Artois, but at the last moment it was forbidden. A semi-private performance was successfully carried through in the presence of members of the royal family in September 1783, but what Beaumarchais wanted was the approbation of the theatre-going public of Paris, and nothing less would content him. A fourth censor condemned the play, a fifth approved with reservations, a sixth approved unconditionally, and in 1784 permission was obtained from the King himself.

The opening night of the play, long awaited and publicized, was one of the great social occasions of the reign.


All Paris [says Loménie] from the earliest morning thronged the doorways of the Théâtre Français, ladies of the highest rank dining in the dressing-rooms of the actresses in order to be sure of their places. The guards were overwhelmed, the doors broken in, the railings gave way before the pressure of the crowds, and when the curtain rose upon the scene, the finest collection of talent the Théâtre Français ever possessed was there with but one thought to bring out the best of a comedy, flashing with wit, carrying one away in its movement and audacity which, if it shocked some of the boxes, enflamed and electrified the pit.


It began at five-thirty and ended at ten.

The play ran for sixty-eight successive performances, the gross receipts amounting to 347,000 livres, the greatest success of the century. Beaumarchais gave his share, some 41,000 livres, to charity – a gesture by no means universally appreciated. At this high-water mark of success he had a sharp reminder of the arbitrary nature of royal power. Something he had said about the difficulties of getting it upon the stage – ‘that he had had to dare lions and tigers’ – was carried to the King and represented as criticism of himself and the Queen. The hero of the day was summarily consigned to St Lazare, a house of correction for delinquent youth. Within
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