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In Beaumarchais’s Le Mariage de Figaro Count Almaviva is overcome with rage 
whenever he discovers (or imagines he might discover) the adolescent Chérubin 
concealed near a woman belonging to his estate.  These vehement outbursts have puzzled 
commentators, for the young boy is not yet realistically a rival, and in other sexual 
matters Almaviva can seem quite disengaged.  In fact, his pursuit of the droit du seigneur
—the supposed right of a lord to sleep with a female subject on her wedding day—
reflects neither physical passion nor affective engagement:  he is, as critics have noted, 
“strangely ambivalent” towards Suzanne.  His designs, despite resembling sexual desire, 
are fundamentally socioeconomic:  he hopes to undermine emerging concepts of a private 
sphere by asserting the power of the ancien régime to penetrate all intimate spaces, 
including those of the body.  

In this paper the Count’s exaggerated reactions to Chérubin will be shown to stem from a 
tradition that, like the droit du seigneur, employed sex to enact the prerogatives conferred 
by property.  This little-remembered tradition—associated since antiquity with the 
punishment of trespassers in orchards—invokes Priapus, the mythological divinity of 
gardens, fertility, and the phallus.  Represented by crude statues with oversized genitalia, 
this god presided over secluded gardens, and much epigrammatic verse (known 
collectively as the Priapea) warned thieves that, if apprehended, their buttocks would be 
violently subordinated to Priapus’s formidable penis.  The same chastisement, by 
analogy, awaited those who violated other proprietary claims, and this sodomitical 
premise was extended to youths caught trespassing in the bed of a wife or mistress.  
Boccaccio, Casanova, and Goethe offer significant accounts of this tradition.

The Count’s fury suggests his desperation to avoid discovering Chérubin in flagrante 
delicto and therefore be obliged to assume Priapus’s violent role.  This was a duty, it 
seems, for which Almaviva was unprepared, and his reluctance to violate Chérubin (like 
his strange ambivalence towards Suzanne) makes plausible his reformation at the end of 
the comedy.   This paper will explore the Priapean tradition, detail its manifestations in 
Beaumarchais, and investigate its adaptation in the opera of Da Ponte and Mozart.  


