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For a composer who died at the young age of thirty-five, 

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart was immensely prolific, 

writing over six hundred compositions while exploring 

each genre of music that then existed.  The musicologist 

Alfred Einstein wrote “No species of music current in 

his time was left untouched by Mozart, none is without a 

matchless contribution from his pen.”  There are 

symphonies, concerti, serenades, divertimenti, string 

quartets, sonatas, sacred music, and of course opera, and 

there are masterpieces in each category. 

 

The Magic Flute – in German, Die Zauberflöte – was the 

final opera by Mozart to be staged within his lifetime, 

still running with success when Mozart died in 

December 1791.  If not for La clemenza di Tito (The 

Clemency of Titus), The Magic Flute would also have 

been the final opera composed by him.  Mozart, 

however, had written the majority of The Magic Flute 

when the commission for La clemenza came in the 

summer of 1791.  La clemenza opened in Prague on 

September 6, and – after Mozart had composed its 

Overture and March of the Priests on September 28 – 

The Magic Flute was ready to open in Vienna on 

September 30. 

 

Unlike the majority of the twenty-two operas Mozart 

composed, The Magic Flute was a German opera.  

Although opera was flourishing across Europe by the 

late eighteenth century, most operas were still written to 

be sung in Italian and, especially in Vienna, the dramatic 

conventions of Italian opera were also dominant.  The 

Milton Cross Encyclopedia nonetheless gives praise to 

Mozart’s Italian operas when it states “If they were not 

stifled by these traditions as were so many other 

eighteenth-century operas, it was only because of his 

incomparable gift for characterization and dramatic 

development together with his wit, noble feeling, and 

inexhaustible musical inventiveness.”  It had been the 

successful reception of Mozart’s Italian opera Idomeneo 

that encouraged him to break free from his oppressive 

employer in Salzburg, and make a new life for himself in 

Vienna.  In this new locale, Mozart worked with the 

Italian librettist Lorenzo da Ponte to create three of his 

operatic masterpieces:  Le nozze di Figaro (The 

Marriage of Figaro), Don Giovanni, and Così fan tutte 

(Women Are Like That).  Always restless and searching 

for new ideas, Mozart was not content to write Italian 

opera indefinitely though. 

 

Mozart’s first opera upon his arrival in Vienna was, in 

fact, a German opera.  This was Die Entführung aus dem 

Serail (The Abduction from the Seraglio) which 

premiered in July 1782.  The Seraglio was a Singspiel – 

a German word that literally means “sing-play” and 

which came to imply a distinctly German form of light 

opera.  Like other national breeds of comic opera, the 

primary difference between Singspiel and opera seria is 

that narrative is spoken in Singspiel where in opera seria 

narrative is always conveyed through sung recitativo.  

Popular with the Austrian and German masses, Singspiel 

would have a strong influence on later genres of popular 

musical theatre, including nineteenth-century operetta 

and ultimately the twentieth-century Broadway musical.  

Although The Magic Flute is also a Singspiel formally 

(in that narrative is spoken), its symbolism is much 

deeper than The Seraglio, and the opera as a whole is 

conceived on a much grander scale.  For these reasons, 

The Magic Flute – while in its lighter moments an 

important forerunner of operetta – can also be seen as a 

precursor to German national opera as it would develop 

over the next two generations of composers, particularly 

through the efforts of Carl Maria von Weber and Richard 

Wagner. 

 

Mozart had begun work on The Magic Flute at the 

request of his friend Emanuel Schikaneder (1751-1812), 

an actor and singer who was by that point also the 

manager of the Freihaus-Theater auf der Wieden in 

Vienna.  Schikaneder and Mozart had known each other 

for several years, and, as far back as 1784, Schikaneder 

had revived The Seraglio at the theater he was then 

managing.  While Mozart would compose the music for 

The Magic Flute, Schikaneder would write the libretto 

and also play one of the leads – the comical bird catcher 

Papageno.  For the first time in his career, Mozart found 

himself writing not for a court opera but for the masses, 

and the character of Papageno with his antics and 

ceaseless search for a girlfriend belongs more to 

Viennese popular theatre than the opera house.  Yet, it is 

this very mixture of the high and low which Mozart and 

Schikaneder achieved which is so amazing about The 

Magic Flute:  slapstick comedy and fantastical settings 

coexist with the extreme virtuosity the Queen of the 

Night displays through her singing and the grand 

philosophical ideology underlying the opera. 

 

Mozart and Schikaneder were both freemasons, and 

certainly many of the philosophical notions discussed 

through the course of the opera stem from its creators’ 

shared participation in this secretive organization.  There 

is a cosmic battle waged between the enlightened Sun 

cult of Sarastro and the nefarious Queen of the Night and 

her underlings.  Virtue, wisdom, and enlightenment are 

all assigned to Sarastro whereas the Queen of the Night 

dwells in darkness and superstition.  Perhaps the 



association between Sarastro and the sun also points to 

King Louis XIV of France who had been called the “Sun 

King” and whose country in Mozart’s lifetime was still 

seen as the center of the Age of Enlightenment.  There 

are also references to ancient Egypt from depictions of 

pyramids to a chorus about the Egyptian deities Isis and 

Osiris.  The number three also plays an important part in 

the ongoing symbolism, and things often occur in threes 

– the three-note motif which underlies the Overture; the 

three ladies who attend the Queen of the Night; the three 

angelic boys who guide Tamino; the three Temples of 

Wisdom, Reason, and Nature the boys show Tamino; 

and so on.  In fact, the ritual initiation that Tamino and 

Papageno undergo in the Second Act has its origins in 

masonic initiation rites. 

 

Despite the rich symbolism, the plot itself is quite simple 

and easily stereotyped.  The hero – in this case Tamino – 

undergoes various trials and ordeals, but in the end finds 

both truth and true love.  The first ordeal Tamino must 

face is the gigantic serpent from which he is saved by 

the attendants to the Queen of the Night.  As they fetch 

their mistress, Tamino meets the bird catcher Papageno 

who immediately expresses his interest in finding a wife.  

The ladies return and recruit Tamino to rescue the 

beautiful Pamina – the daughter of the Queen of the 

Night – and they promise him her hand in marriage if he 

succeeds in rescuing her.  The Queen herself then 

appears and also pleads for his help, explaining that it 

was the evil Sarastro who abducted Pamina.  Papageno 

is assigned to join Tamino on his quest, and the ladies 

give Tamino a magic flute and Papageno a set of bells to 

assist in their quest.  While Papageno manages to find 

Pamina, Tamino learns that Sarastro is actually a wise 

and noble man and that Tamino has been deceived by 

the Queen of the Night into thinking poorly of Sarastro.  

Tamino and Pamina finally meet and Sarastro brings 

them to be enlightened as Act I ends. 

 

Act II consists of the trials that Tamino, Pamina, and 

Papageno must undergo in order to be enlightened.  

While Tamino approaches his trials seriously, Papageno 

treats them lightly despite the promise of a perfect wife 

if he passes the tests; moreover, Papageno seems 

incapable of being serious.  During the trials, Pamina is 

approached by her mother – the Queen of the Night – 

who implores her to kill Sarastro or be disowned.  

Sarastro convinces Pamina to trust in him, and 

eventually she is allowed to join Tamino on his trials.  

Papageno meanwhile is told he can never be an initiate 

and, as he is about to commit suicide, his perfect 

companion arrives in the form of Papagena; while 

Papageno cannot pass the initiation rite, he in all his 

simplicity is still rewarded for his good heart.  In the 

final scenes, the Queen of the Night and the forces of 

evil are defeated, and Sarastro welcomes Tamino and 

Pamina into the realm of the enlightened.  As Sarastro 

sings of the victory of the Sun over the Night, the opera 

ends in light and happiness. 

 

Much of the music heard in The Magic Flute will be 

familiar.  Its Overture is one of Mozart’s best-known, 

plus there are many familiar arias, duets, and choruses 

which follow.  The Queen of the Night has two well-

known arias, but her vengeance aria from Act II Der 

Hölle Rache kocht in meinem Herzen (Hell’s vengeance 

boils in my heart) is particularly renowned and highly-

regarded for the virtuosity it requires.  Sarastro’s arias 

provide a counterbalance to those of the Queen of the 

Night, and his In diesen heil’gen Hallen (Within these 

sacred halls) which follows the Queen’s vengeance aria 

should also be familiar.  Pamina’s Ach, ich fühl’s, es ist 

verschwunden (Ah, I feel it, it is vanished) is also quite 

renowned.  Most-loved of all, however, are the comical 

songs sung by Papageno – his introduction as the bird 

catcher Der Vogelfänger bin ich ja (The bird catcher am 

I) from Act I and the duet he sings with Papagena when 

they are finally united towards the end of the opera Pa-, 

Pa-, Pa-. 
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