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What a funny destiny works of art may have! Some are born to be masterpieces and end 

up in oblivion, while others are designed as unpretentious and become immortal. This happened 

to La serva padrona (‘The Servant Mistress’), which the twenty years old  Pergolesi conceived in 

1733 as nothing more than an intermezzo for his serious opera, Il prigionier superbo (‘The Proud 

Prisoner’).  

No one today remembers the great ‘container’ opera, while the humble intermezzo, less 

than an hour of music for a very conventional story, has earned a formidable place in the history 

of music, having - among other things - triggered the famous Querelle des Bouffons in 1752 

between the defenders of the French style of comic opera and the supporters of the livelier new 

Italian school. If you think that this ‘dispute between fools’ is unimportant, you have to 

understand that the Bouffons was the resident Italian company in Paris, and that the intellectuals 

involved in the debate included Rousseau and Diderot (defenders of the Italians), and Lully and 

Rameau, who obviously sided with France. Music parochialism apart, it is interesting to note how 

deeply the way we relate to the musical theatre has changed since then: in the eighteenth century 

people went to the opera house, and while the singers were performing on stage, the audience 

did a lot of other things in their boxes: eat, drink, talk, flirt and – occasionally - lend an ear to the 

singer on stage. That is how it was possible to present an opera within an opera, a comic farce to 

lighten the two intervals of the endless opera seria.  

Today, with the partial exception of the masochists devoted to Wagner, we lose interest in 

the stage after an hour and crave the coveted drink - and woe betide anyone who dares to have a 

word with his neighbour! That is why the plots were often a mixture of incoherence and 

convention: simply put, nobody cared about it. Incoherent and conventional as this Serva is, she 

looks like so many other characters before and since, in the work of Goldoni as well as on the 

boards of the Commedia dell'arte.  

Tell me what’s new in the story of Uberto, our bachelor, who believes that he is master in 

his own house? In every respect he obeys the wishes of the maid, the willful Serpina, but one day 

he decides to get rid of her and orders the mute Vespone to find him a wife. Serpina offers to 

marry him, but Uberto refuses. The crafty maid then announces that she has found a suitor, the 

alarming Captain Tempesta (who is actually Vespone in disguise). Uberto promises Tempesta his 

maid’s hand, and in exchange is asked for an exorbitant dowry. Not wanting to give in to the 



Captain’s blackmail, Uberto agrees to marry Serpina himself, who thus, from servant, becomes 

mistress.  

As you can see, there is nothing new in the story, but the brilliance of the music and the 

gracefulness of the characters opened a new way for opera buffa that was to map out a route for 

all later composers, from Paisiello (who in 1781 set to music the same libretto) to the geniuses 

Rossini and Donizetti. It’s just this everyday situation that we want to emphasise in our little 

production. It is obvious that such a story could happen next to us, maybe at the bar of White's 

Hotel, between the waitress and the maître d’. And this time you will not even have to peek 

through the keyhole; indeed everything will happen around you. Maybe you will even have to 

defend yourself from the harsh treatment of our lovely maid-mistress. 

 


