Ariadne auf Naxos : synopsis

Prologue

The music teacher, the "director" of the opera seria, "Ariadne on Naxos" protests in vain to the nobleman's steward that a burlesque is to be performed and fireworks set off after the performance of the serious work composed especially for this evening by his pupil, the young composer.  An artistic catastrophe lies before them since the actresses - both the leading lady of the harlequinade, Zerbinetta, and the conceited prima donna who is to play Ariadne -and her  "bald-headed" tenor partner who is to take the part of the youthful Bacchus, are all intent on very different things.  When the prima donna refuses to rehearse her role and the "complacent buffoon" of a tenor does not seem to be "able to get it into his head" that he is playing Bacchus, "a god!", it seems to the composer that a fiasco is on the cards although he has no idea as yet how unpredictable the entire evening is actually going to be.  However, quite soon his youthful anger is transformed into a creative inspiration "his features mellow from rage into an expression of profound reflection": he comes up with a new melody for Bacchus.  But the high spirits are immediately dampened when the composer now learns not only from his teacher but also through the disrespectful suggestive ripostes of the theatrical players that his opera will be crowned with a "humorous epilogue" - a "real carry on"!

But worse is yet to come.

A further change of heart by the "nobleman" comes as a bolt of lightning for everyone.  "The dancing masquerade will not be performed as an epilogue nor as a prologue but at the same time as the tragedy of Ariadne!"

The protests of the opera company echo through the room and only Zerbinetta and the dance master (the director of the players) at once detect the advantage of this order: with their improvisation skills they will bring the audience over to their side.  The composer falls into a deep silence:  An inner voice had "prophesied as much".  He still fights against the thwarting of his "Ariadne on Naxos...the symbol of human solitude".  He goes almost as far as to compare his destiny with that of his heroine and to long for death - however, an insight into the realities of artistic life spur him on to include dramatic changes: some strokes which are jealously watched over by the tenor and the prima donna.

Zerbinetta explains the plot of the opera: "This is what happens: a princess is jilted by her groom and her next admirer has not yet arrived on the scene.  This is Ariadne, the daughter of the King.  She escapes with a certain Theseus whose life she had earlier saved.  Theseus grows weary of her and abandons her alone one night on a deserted island.  She is consumed with yearning and longs for death.  Death however does not arrive.  But quite the opposite.  Enter the youthful god Bacchus who comes to her. "The composer feels impelled to oppose this blasphemous interpretation: "No, she really does die!".

While the company, which has been put together by force and for whom time is ticking away, feverishly prepares itself for the extensively changed and operatic evening which is soon to begin, Zerbinetta and the composer get to know each other - the composer is greatly touched, nay, "seduced" by Zerbinetta who suddenly seems to him to be the epitome of his Ariadne ("loyal to the end"): "I now see everything through new eyes"!

But the hectic day to day life of the theatre brings a brusque end to this lyrical intermezzo and brings to an end the anthem to music which is sung with "drunken festivity" and with "jubilant voice".

The Opera begins without any interval.  The house of the patron transforms in front of our very eyes into the house of a despairing lady.  There, young ladies with the gestures of mythological beings with the "smiling indifference of nature in the face of human suffering" describe the suffering of Ariadne who has been duped and abandoned by Theseus.  The third lady typically symbolises the "soulless" echo which repeats the lamentations.  Ariadne awakes each morning from a nightmare:  Theseus has left. She wallows in her painful memories but dearly wants to forget ("No more!"), wants "to be dead!".

The troop of players has gone astray in the house of the abandoned Ariadne and sees itself confronted with a hopeless task:  Ariadne cannot be wrenched out of her pain as she "works through her grief".  "She does not even lift her head.  All is in vain". The feigned "light-hearted" song of Harlequin (« Live you must, oh dear life, live again just one more time!") brings nothing.

Ariadne asks to be welcomed into the kingdom of death with "growing eagerness" and awaits only Hermes, the messenger of death:

"You will free me;

Return me to myself

This burden of life

Take it from me".

The players make a second attempt to tempt Ariadne back towards life "However we dance, however we sing, whatever we do, nothing it brings".

Now only Zerbinetta can throw the weight of her experience into the balance.  It is possible to arm oneself against the painful breach of confidence of men with the following certain knowledge:  Though one may not be protected "against the cruel but charming, the incomprehensible transformations" (which every new meeting brings) the role of the seduced can be exchanged in the end for that of the seductress, the unhappiness of abandonment for the sense of "freedom which you have never tasted before".

But even Zerbinetta's passionate efforts, put with all her might, bear no fruit.  Ariadne retreats "Yes it seems that the lady and I speak two very different tongues".

As Zerbinetta becomes even more confident, even more attractive than she already is in her attempts to cure Ariadne, the players become cocky.  In a frivolously simple love waltz they make her blunt propositions.  She makes fools of Scaramuccio, Truffaldino and Brighella and only the most attractive, Harlequin, wins the day.

Immediately the comic Intermezzo turns into the tragedy of the opera's actual plot.  The nymphs announce the imminent arrival of Bacchus who has just escaped from a first, purely sexual adventure with the seductress Circe:  Circe wanted to turn him into a pig in order to keep him with her always.  Ariadne believes that she sees the messenger of death before her: "Take her who has long awaited you to that place!"

A "recognition scene" begins where both characters mistake the other:

Bacchus in his inexperience fears that he has again run into a transformed Circe and Ariadne sees Theseus at first in the stranger and then Hermes the "Lord of a dark ship" who is to take her over to the other side of the Acheron.  Her ecstatic abandonment to death only presses her forward to a transformation which the stranger will help her conclude - the transformation into death.

Bacchus sees in Ariadne the woman who will not turn him into an animal but into a god.  Ariadne only hesitantly (or does not?) becomes aware of her chance to be able to embrace life again in the arms of the mature Bacchus.  It remains highly uncertain whether she understands that the orgiastic Dionysian suite of Bacchus invites her to life or wether she believes that it shows her for ever in the realm of the dead.  Zerbinetta's "repeated rondo with mocking triumph" does nothing to provide us with any certainty.

