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    Pierre-Augustin Caron was born in 1732 and is best known by the surname he later adopted, Beaumarchais, which is derived from “le Bois Marchais”, an area of land that belonged to his wife. He initially followed in the professional footsteps of his father, who was a master watchmaker, before entering Parisian high society in 1759 as a music tutor for the daughters of King LouisXV (1710-1774). He gained a reputation as an incorrigible womaniser during this time, before being made Secretary-Councillor to the King, a position which saw him take on a number of diplomatic responsibilities.


    Beaumarchais’ first real taste of literary success came in 1775, when his play The Barber of Seville was first performed. After falling victim to censorship and the outdated practices of the Comédie-Française (a prestigious French state theatre), in 1777 he founded the Société des auteurs dramatiques (Society of Playwrights), which is generally considered to be the origin of the modern idea of copyright. Beaumarchais died in 1799.

  


  
    THE BARBER OF SEVILLE, OR THE FUTILE PRECAUTION


    A LIVELY ROMANTIC COMEDY


    
      	Genre: play (comedy)


      	Reference edition: Beaumarchais, P-A. (1964) The Barber of Seville and The Marriage of Figaro. Trans. Wood, J. London: Penguin.


      	1st edition: 1775


      	Themes: friendship, love, trickery, disguises, marriage

    


    It may come as a surprise to learn that the first performance of The Barber of Seville on 23February 1775 was a resounding failure. However, Beaumarchais spent three days rewriting the play, reducing its length from five acts to four, and a second performance was held on 26February. This revised version of the play was much more successful.


    The Barber of Seville follows the same dramatic structure as plays such as The School for Wives (1662) by Molière (French playwright, 1622-1673), and tells the story of Count Almaviva, an 18th-century Spanish noble who enlists the help of a barber named Figaro to woo a young woman named Rosine, who is betrothed to her elderly guardian Don Bartholo.


    This romantic comedy is best known for the sparkling wit and humorous wordplay of its dialogue, as well as the numerous comic misunderstandings that ensue due to the many disguises adopted by its characters.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    ACTI


    Count Almaviva leaves Madrid and heads to Seville in search of a young orphan girl named Rosine, with whom he has fallen madly in love. When the Count arrives in Seville, he lingers outside Rosine’s house, where he bumps into his former servant Figaro, who now works as Don Bartholo’s barber and apothecary. Figaro tells Rosine that a suitor is waiting outside, and she drops a page of sheet music for a song called The Futile Precaution out the window with a note hidden inside asking her suitor to tell her his name. The Count quickly picks up the page, while Bartholo searches through the street for it, seething with jealousy.


    Figaro explains the situation to the Count, and describes Don Bartholo, who is a doctor, in less than flattering terms. Figaro also says that he will act as the Count’s accomplice, and suggests that the Count disguise himself as a drunken officer so that he can take advantage of Bartholo’s hospitality and sneak into the house. They then overhear Bartholo talking about a man named Bazile, who is supposed to arrange Rosine and Don Bartholo’s wedding in secret. The Count serenades Rosine, and uses the song to declare his love for her and tell her that his name is Lindor, thus concealing his true identity.


    ACTII


    Figaro talks to Rosine, who asks him to deliver a letter to her suitor after the barber tells her that he is a friend of Lindor’s. Figaro then tries to make it possible for the Count to visit the house by making all of the servants ill, which angers Bartholo. Bartholo also learns that the Count is in Seville through a conversation with Bazile, who advises him to forbid Rosine from seeing any visitors until the next day, when he intends to marry her.


    The Count disguises himself as a drunken knight as planned and shows up at Bartholo’s house, asking for shelter. He uses this as an opportunity to slip a letter to Rosine, who recognises him as Lindor. However, Don Bartholo is suspicious and claims that he is not required to show soldiers hospitality as a pretext for sending the Count away. He then demands that Rosine let him read the letter she is holding: she initially refuses, then pretends to swoon and switches the message from the Count with a letter from her cousin, which she gives to her guardian, allaying his fears.


    ACTIII


    The Count adopts a second ruse: he returns to Bartholo’s home and introduces himself as Alonzo, pretending that Bazile is ill and that he has come to act as a substitute music tutor for Rosine. However, Don Bartholo does not believe him, so the Count gives him the letter Rosine had written to him, in which she declares her affection for him, in order to gain Bartholo’s trust, and even pretends that he is spying on Count Almaviva on Bazile’s behalf. He also tells Bartholo that if Rosine refuses to marry him, he should tell her that the letter was given to him by the Count’s mistress, as this would make her jealous and convince her to reject the lover who has seemingly betrayed her and accept Don Bartholo’s advances instead. By this point, he has completely won over Don Bartholo, but the doctor still refuses to give “Alonzo” the letter back, as he wants to use it against Rosine later.


    The Count gives Rosine, who has recognised him, a music lesson. Bartholo is still in the room, but the music keeps lulling him to sleep, so the two lovers try to snatch a few moments of private conversation every time he dozes off. Figaro arrives shortly afterwards, and offers to shave the doctor so that the two lovers will be left alone. However, Bartholo refuses to leave the room, and sends the barber to look for his toiletries. This means that he has to give Figaro a bunch of keys, which includes the key to the window. When he returns, Figaro causes a distraction so that the Count can tell Rosine that he will come by that very night and help her to escape through the window. However, another obstacle appears in the form of Bazile, although the Count quickly solves this problem by slipping him a bag full of money. This bribe, coupled with the fact that everyone present (including Bartholo, although he is unaware of the scheme being played out under his nose) is urging him to go and rest, quickly convinces him to leave again. Figaro then begins shaving Bartholo again, but the doctor overhears part of the conversation between the two lovers and realises that the music tutor is an imposter, meaning that the second ruse is also a failure.


    ACTIV


    Bartholo’s suspicions are confirmed when Bazile later admits that the music tutor was actually Count Almaviva in disguise. At this point, the doctor decides to marry Rosine that night, and tricks her into agreeing to the match by showing her the letter that she had sent to her lover and telling her that it was given to him by the Count’s mistress. Rosine then tells Don Bartholo about the Count’s plan to spirit her away in the night, as they had discussed during the music lesson. A short time later, Figaro and the Count sneak into the house to meet Rosine, but they find that Bartholo, having discovered their plan, has removed the ladder that had been leaning up against the window and gone to look for help. While they are still figuring out what to do, Bazile arrives with a notary, who is supposed to officiate the wedding of Don Bartholo and Rosine and has therefore brought two unsigned marriage contracts. Since Bartholo has not yet returned, the Count and Rosine take advantage of this brief window of opportunity to get married, with Figaro and Bazile (whom they bribe again) as witnesses. The notary does not realise that the Count is not the man whose wedding he was supposed to officiate until the ceremony is over, at which point Don Bartholo finally returns and is forced to concede defeat in spite of the (futile) precautions he took to ensure his victory over the Count, symbolising the triumph of love over reason.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    COUNT ALMAVIVA


    Count Almaviva is a dashing aristocrat who is hopelessly in love with Rosine and is prepared to do whatever it takes to win her hand in marriage. The Count is shown to be more astute than the lovers in most similar comedies, who tend to be quite naïve – in fact, Figaro’s cunning seems to rub off on him over the course of the play.


    He does not use his social position to achieve his goals; on the contrary, he spends the entire play fearing that Bartholo will recognise him. Furthermore, he initially decides to hide his true identity from Rosine in order to make sure that she loves him for who he is, and not because of his status as a nobleman. He does not flaunt his youth or title until the end of the fourth and final act of the play, at which point he uses them to prove his superiority to the old doctor, enabling him to marry Rosine at last: “I am a man of rank, young and rich” (ActIV, SceneVIII).


    The Count adopts four different identities over the course of the play:


    
      	Count Almaviva, his true identity;


      	Lindor, the young suitor who stands underneath Rosine’s window;


      	Lindor, the drunken officer who asks Bartholo for hospitality;


      	Alonzo, Bazile’s student and Rosine’s substitute music tutor.

    


    Although some of his schemes go awry, his dream of marrying Rosine eventually comes true.


    FIGARO


    Figaro was a servant in Count Almaviva’s employ before his arrival in Seville, where he now works for Don Bartholo as his barber and apothecary. His only goal in life is to find happiness, which is what motivated him to take control of his own fate. His independent spirit is typical of 18th-century philosophy, which was more focused on finding happiness on earth than obeying strict moral codes in the hopes of being rewarded in the afterlife.


    Unlike the manservants in many plays, who only help their masters because they are ordered to do so, Figaro is a commoner whose decision to help a noble is entirely of his own volition and motivated by a simple desire to be entertained, rather than avarice or moral convictions.


    Despite his youthful energy and the fact that he is often depicted as a young man, Figaro is no longer in his prime, as is proven in ActIII, SceneV, when he reels off a long list of his accomplishments from his lengthy professional career.


    The character of Figaro seems to bear quite a number of similarities to Beaumarchais himself: they both find amusement in everything around them, and joke even when they are angry, as Figaro notes early in the play: “I forced myself to laugh at everything for fear of having to weep” (ActI, SceneII).


    ROSINE


    Rosine is a young orphan and the ward of the tyrannical Don Bartholo, who wants to marry her in spite of the enormous age difference between them.


    She is a modern, educated woman who is far from ignorant of her suitors’ intentions towards her. She also proves to be highly intelligent, such as when she pretends to faint so that she can trick Bartholo into reading an innocent letter that was sent to her by her cousin, instead of the letter from her lover. However, she also has an emotional side, which jeopardises the plan to spirit her out of Bartholo’s house when her feelings for the Count are compromised (ActIV, SceneIII). However, she and the Count eventually end up together.


    DON BARTHOLO


    Don Bartholo is a doctor and acts as Rosine’s guardian. Figaro describes him as a mistrustful, jealous old man with a spiteful streak, making him a perfect foil for the Count. However, Bartholo’s wits have not dulled in his old age, especially when his plans for his young ward are at stake. He is also shown to be extremely reactionary and opposed to all the innovations of the 18th century:


    “BARTHOLO: […] What a barbarous age! […] What has it produced that we should praise it? Nonsense of every kind! Liberty of thought, the Force of Gravity, Electricity and Magnetism, universal toleration, inoculation, quinine, the Encyclopedia, and the newfangled Drama!” (ActI, SceneIII)


    Furthermore, Bartholo’s personality and comments make it clear that he only cares about the money he earns through his work as a doctor, not his patients or their recovery (ActII, SceneXIV). He gets his comeuppance at the end of the play, when his plans fail and Rosine marries the Count instead of him.


    DON BAZILE


    Don Bazile is Rosine’s music tutor and Bartholo’s trusted helper; he has even taken full responsibility for organising Bartholo and Rosine’s wedding.


    Bazile represents everything Figaro hates, namely dishonesty and slander (ActII
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