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The contributions of premiere singers in Burgtheater 1783-1791:

coexistence of “parte serie” and “parte buffe” in opera buffa

Midori AKITSU

At Burgtheater in Vienna, with the policy change of Emperor Josef II (reigned 1765-1790), singers,
composers and scriptwriters were collected from all over Europe since 1783 to present only opera buffa; this
triggered an opportunity to enhance the artistic standard of opera buffa. This study deals with the singers who
were active at Burgtheater from 1783 to 1791, especially those who sang in opera premieres. The purpose of
the study is to reveal the contributions of the premiere opera singers through analysis of the music composed
and “addressed” to the singers.

In the previous studies, it has been taken for granted that a composer composed music giving
considerations to the singers, but specific case studies have not progressed. Also, the artistic standard of opera
buffa was recognized to be lower than that of opera seria, and the singing ability of the singers had been also
belittled. Although this genre began to be reevaluated finally in the 1990s, only solo music has been discussed
in the previous studies. In opera, singers sing a lot of ensemble music including the finale rather than solo
music and solo part is provided in ensemble music. Thus we also discuss ensemble music in the present study.

During the period under our discussion, interpenetration of opera seria and opera buffa was significant and
both “parte serie” and “parte buffe” were allowed to coexist in one piece of work. In soprano, keeping the
balance between these two roles was important. For example, A. Ferrarese kept her position as Prima Donna
obtained on the stage of opera seria even in opera buffa and continued to stand on the stage as “parte serie.”
The music “addressed” to her contained the same features as those of opera seria, namely a wide register and
ostentatious ornaments. On the other hand, in order to be treated equally as “parte serie,” the standpoint of
“parte buffe” was raised. In particular, the music “addressed” to N. Storace requires an advanced singing
method different from that of “parte serie,” and there are many unique features in the ensemble music as well.
Thus, for even the same voice type, ingenious compositions were “addressed” to singers of contrastive
characters, and this not only greatly expanded the possibilities of the voice type but also resulted in the
coexistence of female characters of completely different standpoints, which are essential in opera buffa.

In conclusion, it can be said that “parte buffe” in opera buffa, which has been belittled in the previous
studies, maintained a balance between the elements of both opera buffa and opera seria, and realized their
mutual penetration by the singing ability comparable to that of “parte serie,” The singers contributed to the

expansion of the possibilities of each voice type.
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