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I 1 1\4: atrimonio S C g re t O s classified as an “Opera Buffa”. In simple terms that means it is a

comedy. More specifically it draws upon the European tradition of comic characters that are easily recognised and belong to the

narratives of numerous stories found in the 18th and 19th centuries. In Cimarosa's Il Matrimonio Segreto, these include “the lovers”,
Paolino and Carolina (from different social backgrounds), “the Merchant”, Geronimo (ambitious and greedy), and “the Count" Robin-
son (belonging to royalty or aristocracy). What I find particularly interesting about this opera is that it is not so much the characters that
are comic but rather the situations they find themselves in. Furthermore, like many contemporary comedies, the subject of our laughter
is often the cruelty that the characters inflict on each other in order to get what they want. This is certainly the case in this opera, where
the central themes of the story are love and money. Just like in life, love and money drive us to the most desperate of actions.

On first reading the libretto of Il Matrimonio Segreto, it reads like many 18th and 19th century operas. Written by male composers in
times of overwhelmingly patriarchal structures and cultures dominated by masculine ideas and principals, women in most operas of this
period are commodities used for power and status or are simply the objects of men's desires. Interestingly however, in this opera, all
three female characters, Fidalma, Carolina and Elisetta each succeed in gaining what they want, despite having to function within male
dominated socio-political structures.

At the head of this trio is Fidalma the widowed but wealthy heiress who persuades her brother Geronimo not to go ahead with the
Count's proposed alternative to marrying the younger of the sisters, Ciarolina. This leads to Elisetta gaining her ambition to become a
Countess and Carolina being free to love Paolino. This is the most commonly played ending of this opera. It should be noted however,
that Cimarosa did write an "Epilogue" of sorts where at the very end of the play the Count renounces his marriage promise to Elisetta.
It is an interesting twist, but at this moment - still a couple of weeks away from opening night - we are still undecided about whether we

should include this scene.



It was somehow always clear to me that the Wan Sha production of Il Matrimonio Segreto needed to be located in a period that was both

identifiable to a Taiwanese audience but also reflected the social hierarchies of the 19th century Italian bourgeoisie. I was also interested
in finding a context that could reflect an aesthetic sense of “high society”. For these reasons I chose to explore the period of Japanese rule
in Taiwan and in particular the 1920s.

Many ideas fell into place once this decision was made and was shared with our designer Hsiao-Chien Huang. Her influence on the
overall feel of this production has been enormous and highly welcomed. It was indeed her idea to draw upon the tea trade boom
witnessed in this period of Taiwan's history, giving us a very clear object of trade for Geronimo (simply described as a merchant) and

inspired the transformation of his villa into a tea house factory.

The Japanese influence also presented a highly appropriate parallel to European aristocracy, allowing us to portray Count Robinson as
a Japanese Count — Hakushaku. Also in this period, Taiwan saw the first wave of cinema come to its shores, influenced by the Japanese
tradition of Benshi, where a narrator - sometimes singer - would be engaged to accompany the black and white moving images. Paolino’s
Aria in the second act seemed like a great opportunity to integrate this forgotten genre.

Furthermore, Taiwan in the 1920s was a great mix of Chinese, Japanese and Western influences, giving us an interesting variety of
costume styles to choose from and further express the particular personalities of each character.

Throughout the rehearsal process we focused a great deal on the physical embodiment and actions of the characters. Although some of
the comedy does rest in the libretto, in order for this dramatic-comedy to have any impact, I believe it needed to be embodied by the
performers and lived in the space. This is particularly the case in our situation where the text is sung in a foreign language (Italian) that

is generally unknown to Taiwanese audiences.



