
 
  How to approach this mid-18th c. zarzuela. 
 
There is nothing in modern American opera repertory like this type of musical 
drama.  The Spanish court from which it comes attracted the best European composers 
and admired both Italian and French trends, but it did not copy them.  It adapted the new 
operatic genre to its taste.  And one of the adaptations was to cut down the relentless 
sung dialogues (recitativo), accompanied by a harpsichord,  except before a sung poem 
(aria) and replace them with speech.  The audiences admired the long declamations and 
soliloquies which pause the action.  And they liked the parallel plots with comic 
characters, traditional even in tragedy, much like Elizabethan drama. 
 
The ideal audience that the poet and composer of this zarzuela had in mind was 
aristocratic, in a society in which only the small upper crust supported artists and 
expected them to satisfy their hunger for the current style in both poetry and music, 
which exalted them as patrons of the arts.  This small group also included the higher 
clergy and a new middle class of doctors, lawyers, and alta burguesía who modeled 
themselves on the aristocrats.  Their secular education, for men mostly, was Classical 
Latin literature, and they considered themselves descendants of Roman culture.  The non-
aristocratic members of the audience, mostly illiterate, were used to the style and had 
developed a taste for it, even when it must have been entirely over their heads.  But they 
had few opportunities to see such spectacles as the zarzuela, a very expensive 
entertainment.  Often these great musical shows were for wealthy private audiences on 
special occasions like weddings.  This zarzuela, however, premiered in outdoor theaters 
in Madrid. 
 
Another thing to bear in mind is that in Spain, censorship of anything that might weaken 
the faith of the population greatly reduced what authors of plays and novels could 
publish.  By transposing depictions of lust, illicit love, strong independent women, and 
tyrannical government to a mythical past, the authors could claim that they were showing 
their modern audience the evils of pre-Christian life which were to be avoided. 
 
This libretto is an typical example of Spanish baroque verse, filled with surprising 
comparisons, obscure Classical allusions, synecdoche (a part for the whole, like “sail” for 
“boat”), referring to oneself in the third person, and phrases re-arranged in a pseudo-
Latin syntax, to create a high rhetorical style that now seems artificial.  And the long 
soliloquies seem unrealistic.  But in its time, this kind of poetry was considered elegant, 
and it appealed to very intelligent and educated audiences for many years.   
 
Literal translation into English produces conversation so convoluted that it now hinders 
our appreciation of the eternal human emotions that it is supposed to convey.  This 
translation aims to reveal the ideas that the poet expresses, often in such allusive and 
telegraphic language that they are hard to extract.  The poet must also fill out his verses 
with words or tenses chosen only to maintain the meter or rhyme, and they may blur the 



idea when rendered into a literal English translation.  This version uses the rhythm and 
phrasing, even the clichés, of modern American speech, to make the characters more 
accessible, as well a some judicious pruning and an occasional daring guess;  so it is 
often a very free one.   
 
Here is an example.  Jove’s entrance on an eagle, while a religious hymn is sung in honor 
of Danae:  “To earth, wing-bearing brute, congealed flying puff-of-air, and know of Jove 
the divine fury, because pilgrim-like the unfaithful voice, making sacred cults, exalts 
mortal honors without, to my annoyance, the African [wind] roaring, the lights freezing, 
the waves burning.”  This means, “To earth, winged brute! you flying congealed blast of 
wind, and feel the divine anger of Jove, because the hymn, not to myglory, which like a 
pilgrim performing sacred rites exalts and honors a mortal, without the gentle south 
wind’s raging against it, or the sun’s heavenly light freezing, or the sea burning--to my 
outrage.”  
 
The poet has taken a well-known myth and given it a happy, or at least satisfactory 
ending, with a new cast of characters.  Here is the original grim version:  Danae was the 
mother of  Perseus by Zeus/Jupiter/Jove, who entered her locked room in a shower of 
gold. Danae's father, King Acrisius of Argos, had been warned that he would be killed by 
a son born to Danae; so he locked Danae in a tower. When Perseus was born, Acrisius 
put Danae and the infant in a bronze chest and set them adrift on the sea. They survived, 
and later, when Danae became the object of the unwanted affections of the King of 
Seriphos, Perseus agreed to seek the head of the Gorgon Medusa. 
 
One more thing.  The title is a rhyming, punning couplet (El imposible mayor / en amor, 
le vence amor), literally, “the greatest impossible in love, love [or Love] conquers 
it.”  Amor is both “love” and the god of love, who in the text is several times called 
Amor and is represented in the drama as a blindfolded boy. The Spanish editor approved 
this title:  Love conquers impossible love.  Another possibility is Amor overcomes the the 
greatest obstacle in love.  Neither is better then the clever Spanish rhyme. 
 
Now let the beauty of the music, which has not lost its emotional appeal, carry the 
eternally popular themes of thwarted love, misunderstandings, barely avoided disaster, 
and a neat ending, in a long-gone Classical world ruled by gods, the Fates, constellations, 
and unpredictable good and evil:  stand-ins for Catholic notions of divine providence and 
justice.   
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