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Soubrette roles emerge with varying prominence 

throughout comic operas and opera buffa of the 17th 

and 18th centuries. Characterized as “the clever but 

impertinent servant girl who comments wryly on the 

behaviour of the ladies and gentlemen of the 

household,” these typically lighter female roles are 

often treated as second-tier, superficial characters.1 

The three soubrette heroines of the Mozart-Da Ponte 

operas are Susanna (Le Nozze di Figaro), Zerlina (Don 

Giovanni) and Despina (Così fan tutte). These 

characters are similar in many ways, yet they possess 

stunning differences that merit further exploration. 

In order to more clearly understand these characters, 

the social context in which these works were created 

must first be considered. This brings us to the lively 

metropolitan city Vienna during the latter half of the 

18th century. A large wall was built around the city’s 

perimeter in 1704 in an attempt to keep Turkish 

invaders out. Vienna continued to flourish and grow 

within, creating layers of incredibly cramped and 

expensive apartments at the edge of the city. The 

aristocracy, in contrast, was lavishly quartered in the 

sprawling royal palaces in the city’s center.2 Vienna 

was a great cultural center for the arts, commerce, and 

literature, setting a contemporary standard for what 

urban life could achieve. However, the city was no 

stranger to filth, crime and poverty.  William Howitt, 

an English nobleman who paid visit to Vienna, once 

notably criticized the putrid smells he witnessed 

throughout the streets which seemed, by his opinion, 

“appropriated to every purpose but that of walking…  

[one could] speedily break his neck or bones, put out 

an eye, or tear off a cheek.”3 Hester Lynch Piozzi, 

another visitor to the city and friend of the great poet 

Metastasio claimed, “The streets of Vienna are not 

pretty at all… I have no notion that Vienna can be a 

very wholesome place to live in.”4 Meanwhile, being a 

member of Viennese aristocratic life had its 

remarkable advantages. This class was given 

preferential treatment, being excused from taxes, 

rates, and often winning any cases in court against 

their lower class tenants or accusers.5  

Mozart and Da Ponte were part of a select few who 

were caught in between these two dichotomous 

lifestyles. These men were supported by the noble 

patrons of the city. Both men, in their own way, met 

their demise after years of struggling to maintain their 

aristocratic posts; Mozart dying as a pauper in Vienna 

(1791), and Da Ponte finally fleeing the city after the 

death of his patron Emperor Joseph II in 1790. Da 

Ponte had fallen out of favor with the remaining 

Viennese nobility and was victim to intense police 

investigations. Many debaucheries—including chasing 

after women and cavorting with rebellious political 

factions—caused 

Viennese law 

officials to grow 

suspicious of his 

“sharp pen.”6  

The lives that 

Mozart and Da 

Ponte led are 

heavily reflected in 

the soubrette roles 

they created. 

Mozart was a child 

prodigy and 

musical genius, 

while Da Ponte was a brilliant scholar who would 

happily immerse himself in his reading for long hours.7 

Yet both of these men were seduced by the nightlife of 

Vienna, drawn to its gambling and prostitution.8 The 

soubrette characters of the Mozart-Da Ponte operas 

view life through a similar lens, portraying a sincere 

philosophy on life and love that echoes the sentiments 

of these two men. In Così fan tutte, scena xiii, Despina 

proclaims openly (“È legge di natura…”9) “It’s a law of 

nature: What’s love? Pleasure, convenience, taste, 

delight, amusement, pastime, enjoyment: it’s no longer 

love when it becomes inconvenient.”10 

Despina is no scholar, but she is a sensible woman. 

Through her own life experiences, which we are given 

little opportunity to evaluate, we can gather that she 

has known all sides of love and has resolved to love in 
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the moment, but not to give men more credit than they 

are due. Her character descends from that of 

Columbine in the buffo tradition of commedia 

dell’arte.11 Despina has the ability to manipulate those 

around her who have blinded themselves in an 

amorous clouded reality (her charges, the two young 

aristocratic sisters Fiordiligi and Dorabella), and 

constantly sees through man’s sexual prowess 

(something the young girls mistake for romance). Her 

aria “In uomini, in soldati,” cleverly scored in the key 

of F major (a key that symbolizes sincerity and realism 

in Mozart’s musical language12) chastises the sisters 

for putting too much stock in men and their 

proclaimed “ideals.” She concludes that it is much 

better for women to pay them back with their own 

fare, to love purely for convenience and vanity 

(“amiam per comodo, per vanità!”).  Mozart created 

Despina with Dorotea Bussani specifically in mind. 

Bussani was a Viennese soprano who played a 

significant part in developing the soubrette role. While 

onstage, she was lauded as an admirable comedian, 

and offstage scorned by Da Ponte as “a ridiculous 

person of little merit, [who] had built up a great 

following among cooks, barbers, lackeys…”13  

Curiously, each of the three soubrette roles has an aria 

in the key of F major, and these three arias are 

presented in recital today.  There are similarities 

between the three female characters that are 

symbolized by this tonality; a pure, simple and 

unaffected key that is not far removed from the 

uncomplicated key of C major. Likewise, both Zerlina 

and Susanna have similar views on love, and both are 

approached by older, richer, married men who have 

no business fooling around in the first place.  

Susanna is plagued by Count Almaviva’s advances, and 

schemes to make a mockery of this foolish and libido-

driven man. She is to be married to her fiancé Figaro, 

who is the Count’s servant, and throughout the work 

Figaro is seething with jealousy as Susanna coolly 

manipulates the Count’s lust. Susanna is remarkably 

collected throughout the opera, and seems to always 

be several paces ahead of everyone else; she is a 

woman in control. This role was written specifically 

for the soprano Nancy Storace, who was of mixed 

Italian and English heritage. Nancy began a superstar 

career at the tender age of 16 with a tour of Italy, and 

immediately following began work first in Prague and 

then in Vienna at the Burgtheater with Mozart and Da 

Ponte.14 She became close friends with Mozart and 

continued to sing roles and concert pieces he 

composed for her.  

At the time, public taste seemed to rule which roles 

were sung by whom, rather than subjecting voice 

types to the fach system. This seems bizarre. For 

instance Dorotea Bussani, who premiered Le Nozze di 

Figaro as Cherubino (which is now regarded as a 

mezzo-soprano role) later took the role of Despina in 

Così fan tutte.15 In the 18th century leading roles 

typically being given to the premiere singers of the 

opera houses. At times, this was even without 

matching proper voice part or appropriate age. The 

role of elderly Don Alfonso of Così fan tutte, for 

instance, was premiered by Luigi Bassi at the age of 

22. This was also the case in London, when the 1786 

Vauxhall concert series had a principal singer who was 

only 9 years of age.16 This is no longer true, 

necessarily, but it can still be seen that between 

different countries voice parts are treated with 

varying degrees of definition. In Germany the fach 

system will dictate to and contract a singer for 

performances of a specific list of roles. However, in the 

U.S. these strict classifications do not always hold true, 

our nation holding the sentiment that if you can sing 

the part well, then the part is appropriate for you. 

Despite these differences, the soubrette fach is a very 

special and competitive voice type that continues to 

seek its own definition.  

Zerlina is most easily characterized as a woman of 

earthly values; a grounded woman. “Zerlina inhabits a 

physical world far removed from Donna Anna, and 

that is reflected in her musical range.”17 Zerlina is 

viewed as a leading female role in Don Giovanni, as 

Mozart and Da Ponte give her soubrette character 

much more prominence in her respective opera than 

Susanna and Despina receive in theirs.18 Her arias are 

written in popular styles of the time, which led to 

immediate appeal from 18th century audiences 

(presumably a calculated and successful effort by 

Mozart).19 Zerlina, much like Susanna, is constantly 

retreating from Don Giovanni’s advances. However, 

Zerlina is very different from Susanna: she is a 

peasant, whereas Susanna is the chambermaid to a 

Countess. Both women interact in very different social 

circles. But this does not mean Zerlina is not 
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intelligent. Throughout the opera she thwarts 

Giovanni’s ridiculous flirtations, and while she is 

somewhat charmed by his attention, she ultimately 

refuses to give into him. The close of this opera is the 

darkest of the three, and concluding with Don 

Giovanni being dragged down to hell as a result of his 

refusal to renounce his ways. Thus, Zerlina is able to 

join her peasant fiancé Masetto and they live out the 

rest of their days in happiness.  

Through the collaborative operas produced by W.A. 

Mozart and the librettist Lorenzo Da Ponte, the 

soubrette role takes shape as a plot-advancing and 

ambitious character. She is a woman of more 

persuasive brilliance, who is directly involved in the 

central workings of each story’s mechanical structure. 

These women are attractive, independent, intelligent 

and approachable characters that through their 

simplicity are able to convey the most complex and 

philosophical themes. –Diana M. Gamet
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