
Manuel García – The first "Almaviva"

Not only was he one of the best singers of his time – he was also apparently one of its most remarkable 
personalities. As his memory seems to be virtually extinct today despite his close connection to the life and 
work of Rossini, let us dedicate a few lines to him here. Readers may find them adventurous, but Manuel García 
was above all an adventurer.

He came from Seville, spawned from a family of artists in 1775. When Rossini was born seventeen years later 
in Pesaro, Manuel García (also know by his full name: Manuel del Popolo Vicente García) set out on his path in 
Cadiz in two roles: as a singer, and as a composer. First he wrote songs, then soon also operas. Following great 
successes in his native Spain, he was called to the "Italian Theatre" in Paris – one of the most renowned stages 
dedicated to the cultivation of Italian opera in European capitals. García belonged to that breed of singers with 
no specialisation: his range extended far beyond three octaves, permitting him to sing tenor as well as baritone 
parts, and even those written for bass when called for. He seems to have worked in Paris for three years, upon 
which he was hired by Italy's major theatres. In 1816 he was in close contact with Rossini, who resided in 
Rome to compose and produce his "Barber of Seville". As mentioned in our chapter on the creation of this 
opera, the composer is said to have consulted the singer regarding "Spanish" music. Presumably, Rossini 
strived to lend his oeuvre – set in Seville – an air of authenticity. García often claimed that Rossini's opera 
employed Spanish melodies he had sung to him. One such case may be the lost overture. However, it is also 
said that, at the première, García replaced Rossini's original serenade composition at the beginning with a 
Spanish melody, accompanying himself on guitar. In no way did the singer's initiative tarnish his friendship with 
the composer. Naturally blessed with a striking appearance in addition to his exceptional voice and outstanding 
acting abilities, García was the first to sing many of the great Rossini roles in the top theatres of Europe at the 
time. London in particular celebrated him with storms of enthusiasm.

But his restless spirit was not satisfied by these successes alone. Thus, he planned the first appearance of a 
European ensemble in North America. Rossini's "Barber of Seville" was chosen for the opening performance in 
the new world (1825). Much could be told of this tour; most of it sounds fictional. A mysterious figure sitting in 
the New York theatre on opening night: an ancient man of majestic appearance, enveloped by a traditional old-
school black "Capa", a broad cape as great gentlemen of times long gone used to wear on special occasions. 
After the performance, he entered García's dressing room with the words: "I am Lorenzo da Ponte". García 
regrouped quickly, skipping all enquiries on why da Ponte might still be alive, and what this legendary Viennese 
court poet and librettist of Mozart's might be doing in America. Instead, he just hugged him with honest 
admiration. Prevailing difficulties notwithstanding, they excitedly planned to stage Mozart's and da Ponte's "Don 
Giovanni".

García was not alone on his American trip. His older daughter was with him: Maria Felicitas, merely seventeen 
at the time. The father trained her in the art of singing and – feeling her unusual talent – was exceptionally 
strict with her. Eyewitnesses characterised their lessons as almost perverse acts of cruelty. This adds credibility 
to the legend that García entered his daughter's room one morning with the announcement that she was to 
replace a singer from their troupe who had fallen ill, the following night, in the role of Desdemona in Rossini's 
"Otello". Maria winced, having never been on stage. The father was unrelenting, as she had grown up in 
theatres at his side, and as she had learned this role and seen and heard it being performed many times. 
García supposedly added that, if Maria were to fail to meet his standards in the role, he would indeed strangle 
her in the final act – a threat given added reality by the fact that he would be performing the part of Otello. 
Maria sang like an angel, escaped her strangling, but did dream permanently of running away. An opportunity 
came soon thereafter, when García led his troupe to Mexico without her. For eighteen months they traversed 
the country, performing in gold-mining towns, rewarded more financially than with understanding. En route to 
the port of Veracruz they were robbed by bandits who stole the proceeds of their enduring hard work. However, 
García from Seville was no man to take such a thing lightly. How could they do this to him, the most famous 
singer in the world, he thundered at them. The robbers' curiosity was aroused, What is this thing called an 
opera singer? They ordered García onto a mound to sing. Despite his artistic pride, common sense prevailed, 
and he agreed to sing. The bandits seemed well-inclined and rejoiced, returning part of their loot. This was 
quite possibly the highest fee ever earned by García for just a few arias...



When they returned to New York, Maria was over the hills and far way – or rather: across the ocean, having 
married the first man who proposed to her. He turned out to be a deceitful Belgian banker, nearly broke. The 
doomed marriage soon failed, and Maria continued her escape ...to Europe. The only thing of her husband's 
she kept was his name – one she would soon make world famous as one of the greatest female singers ever: 
Maria Malibran. Aged 28, she fell off a horse and died soon thereafter.

Her older brother, named Manuel García after his father, had also inherited some of his genius. He became a 
noted singer of lieder and one of the century's outstanding singing teachers. As the inventor of the 
laryngoscope, he helped revolutionise the medicine of throat and nose medicine. He died at age 101. Maria's 
much younger sister followed her example. She was Pauline Viardot-García, one of the most important mezzo-
sopranos and longstanding favourite of Paris operagoers. García himself died in 1832, in Paris, at the age of 57. 
He left behind 21 operas in Italian, 18 in Spanish, and 8 in French, all of which he had performed in, but which 
were soon forgotten.
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