
The Magic Flute 
(Pre-opera lecture first delivered February 27, 2003 for the Atlanta Opera’s production of 
Mozart’s “The Magic Flute.”) 
 
This is the story of a brave and handsome prince, a damsel in distress, a sorceress Queen, a 
magic flute, and a noble quest in the name of love. 

It's been over two hundred years since "The Magic Flute" debuted, in 1791, and over the years, 
interpretations of it have typically diverged to two extremes. 

Many people think of "The Magic Flute" as a children's opera, a simple fairy tale set to song in 
which two men charm wild animals and fair maidens with music. 

Others believe "The Magic Flute" is an encrypted message from a secret society, believe that, 
properly decoded, it will reveal the secrets of the Freemasons, that it will unveil the mysteries of 
numerology, alchemy, Rosicrucianism and all the other pits of intellectual quicksand that 
swallow the minds of paranoid geniuses. 

Let's look at each of these interpretations in turn, and then I also want to suggest a third. 

1) Is "The Magic Flute" a fairy tale? 

The story begins like this: Prince Tamino is attacked by a giant serpent. The Atlanta Opera 
Company's production casts the serpent as a mammoth anaconda, known backstage as "Jake 
the Snake," and Tamino is an Indiana Jones style anthropologist afoot in the Brazilian rainforest. 
(Tamino is played by Matthew Chellis, who has a remarkably clear and pure tenor voice, 
well-suited to the relatively simple music in "The Magic Flute.") 

The serpent bites Tamino, and Tamino faints. As he lies there, helpless, three ladies appear 
with silver-pointed spears and they rescue Tamino. They pause to admire the prince's good 
looks and argue over which one of them gets to stay with him while the others go for help. 
Unable to agree, they leave him alone and go together to tell their master about the prince. 

Their master is the powerful sorceress, the Queen of the Night. 

While the ladies are gone, Tamino awakes and sees the serpent nearby, apparently slain. He 
looks around in wonder, convinced he has stumbled upon a magical realm. 

And then in walks Papageno, a clownish and cowardly bird catcher who initially claims to have 
killed the serpent himself, with his bare hands. Papageno is a small miracle of sorts; he's lived 
his whole life in the forest, catching birds for the Queen of the Night. He remembers no parents. 
He's a foundling, perhaps, a creature of the forest without any ambitions to speak of. He says he 
needs only bread, figs and wine to be happy, though he admits he'd like to find a girlfriend one 



day. In this production, the character is played by Jeff Morrisey, who is hilarious. He has 
wonderful comic sensibilities. I think you're going to really enjoy him. 

The three ladies eventually return, and they expose Papageno's lie about the serpent. "Oh no, 
handsome Prince, we saved you from the serpent." They then show Tamino a picture of 
Pamina, who is the daughter of the Queen of the Night. 

Tamino quickly falls in love with Pamina, just from seeing her picture. In his solo, you'll hear him 
falling for her, experiencing love for the first time. "Can this be love?" he asks. "Yes! Yes, this is 
love! Oh, my love!" 

The Queen comes and she tells Tamino that Pamina was abducted by Sarastro, the priest of a 
forest temple. She asks Tamino to rescue Pamina, promising her daughter's hand in marriage. 
Tamino, not one to waste any time thinking things through, immediately vows that he will slay 
Sarastro and save Pamina. He will be the noble warrior. 

To help them on their adventure, the Queen gives a magic flute to Tamino and a set of magic 
bells to Papageno, who reluctantly agrees to join the quest. The instruments, they are told, will 
charm savage beasts. They calm the passions and give hope in times of despair. "The saddest 
man, to smile will learn," they sing. "The coldest heart with love will burn." 

Now up to this point, the story is very much what we would expect from a child's fairy tale. We 
have a brave and dashing hero, a funny sidekick, a damsel in distress, a supposed villain, and a 
noble quest. Good versus evil. Hero versus villain. Love, magic and a promise of a great 
reward. 

But the story quickly grows more complicated. When Tamino arrives at Sarastro's temple, he 
sees that it's a temple of great wisdom, not the sort of place where he expected to find an evil 
villain. But he presses on, shouting out (in a much higher octave than a bass like myself can 
hit), shouting out, as though to convince himself, "My purpose is noble, blameless and pure!" 

A priest stops him, and, when Tamino declares his purpose, the priest counsels that vengeance 
is a poor path to love and rage is not the way to wisdom. In the production you'll see tonight, the 
priest then takes away Tamino's gun, disarming him both literally and figuratively. 

The priest chastises Tamino for believing the Queen, for acting hastily, but, curiously, he doesn't 
try to convince him. He questions what Tamino believes is true, but offers no alternative truth. 
Yes, the priest agrees, Sarastro rules in the temple of wisdom. Yes, he took Pamina from her 
mother. Why? I can't tell you. 

Well, this sends Tamino into a fit of despair. He cries out, "All is false. As false as false can be." 

He's in love with a woman he's never met, overwhelmed with passion for her. And he thought he 
knew what to do about it. He thought he had his noble quest, but now he's filled with doubt. 



Sarastro rules in the temple of wisdom? Sarastro who stole my love from her mother? And this 
priest tells me not to trust the Queen? 

And so, being young, he does what most of us do at least once in our youth: he succumbs to 
rebellious nihilism, to angry cynicism. If this cause I believed in isn't true, if those I believed have 
lied to me, then nothing is true. All is false. 

The priest promises answers will come in time, with patience...something Tamino doesn't have 
much of. The priest leaves, and, encouraged by mysterious voices that assure him Pamina 
lives, Tamino continues his search. 

Meanwhile, Papageno, who has been searching separately from Tamino, finds and frees 
Pamina. He tells Pamina about the prince and his love for her, and she immediately falls in love 
with, if not Tamino himself, at least the idea of being loved by a prince. The two -- the 
love-struck Pamina and the lonely Papageno -- sing that love and marriage are the height of 
divine delight. 

This is a frequent theme in "The Magic Flute." You'll hear Sarastro and his priests say that 
women cannot be trusted. You'll hear the Queen say Sarastro and his band of men are cruel 
and violent. But the lovers don't say these things. They all know that we become something 
more when united with one another by love. 

Papageno and Pamina are soon recaptured by Sarastro. Sarastro forgives Pamina for trying to 
escape, but says that, for her own protection, he cannot release her. The Queen, he says, is a 
danger to Pamina. 

Tamino, who has been captured by Sarastro's servant, Monostatos, is brought before Sarastro. 
Pamina and Tamino meet and declare their love for one another. Sarastro treats Tamino kindly. 

Sarastro, like the priest from before, does not try to convince Tamino, he doesn't give him any 
answers. Rather, he asks Tamino to endure the trials of initiation to his secret order, promising 
that, in enduring the trials, Tamino will discover the truth for himself. 

Papageno is sent, again reluctantly, to endure the same trials, convinced by the promise that a 
beautiful woman named Papagena will be his if he succeeds. 

The pair is offered, in essence, a different quest, one not of conquering heroism but of personal 
transformation. 

Now, in the specifics of the trials Tamino and Papageno endure, we enter the second 
interpretation of "The Magic Flute." 

2) Is "The Magic Flute" an encrypted message that reveals the secrets of the Freemasons, 
alchemical recipes, magic spells or worldwide conspiracies? 



Both Mozart and his librettist, Emanuel Schikaneder, were active in the Freemason's movement, 
which, if you don't know, is a secret society with roots in the medieval craft guilds. It has various 
connections, obviously to the Masons, also the Illuminati, the Rosiecrucians, and, if you follow it 
back far enough, the Knights of the Templar from the time of the Crusades. 

As you may know, the Fox Theater was originally built as a Masonic Hall, so it's an appropriate 
place to stage "The Magic Flute." 

Over the years, the Freemasons and other secret societies have been credited by conspiracy 
theorists with all sorts of powers and world-changing designs. 

Many of these are undoubtedly the fantasies of paranoid imaginations, but the Freemasons of 
the 18th Century counted some very powerful and influential members among their ranks. 

The principles of the Freemasons dovetailed well with Enlightenment philosophy. Remember 
that this was composed in 1791, the height of the Enlightenment Era, a time of almost religious 
faith in the exalting power of reason. We didn't need the Church, we didn't need divinely 
appointed royals as our intermediaries with heaven. We could rise through reason alone. It was 
a time of serious challenges to the authority of the Catholic Church and the hereditary 
monarchies. 

The Freemasons weren't exactly egalitarians -- they had their own orders and rulers, women 
couldn't join, and their leaders were mostly members of the upper classes. But compared to the 
other powers of the time -- the Church and the monarchies -- the Freemasons were pretty 
revolutionary. 

At the time Mozart composed "The Magic Flute," the American Revolution and the first French 
Revolution had already caught the attention of the Pope and the various royal leaders of 
Europe. Many of the founding fathers of America were Freemasons, as were many of the 
leaders of the French Revolution, and Freemasons from all over Europe had supported both 
revolutions. 

Because of this, the Pope and the monarchs of Europe considered the Freemasons a threat. Its 
members were very influential, so they couldn't easily crush them outright. But the traditional 
powers did what they could to suppress them. In Austria, where Mozart was, the Empress Maria 
Theresa (of the Hapsburg dynasty) tried to outlaw them and created a force of secret police to 
watch over them. 

Mozart was a Master Mason, the highest order in the Freemasons, and he was very enthusiastic 
about the cause. 

This is all good circumstantial evidence for the conclusion some have come to: "The Magic 
Flute" is a coded document of the Freemason's plans and secrets, a clever communique from 
an underground movement. 



Now, it's true that the trials Tamino undergoes in the second act closely resemble those of the 
Freemasons. Tamino must first be silent for an extended time and resist certain temptations. 
Later, he has to pass through rooms of fire and water. Freemasons place much significance in 
the classical four elements: earth, air, fire and water. 

The philosophy of Sarastro's temple is precisely that of the Freemasons. And many people 
believe that the Queen of the Night was based on Empress Maria Theresa. Sarastro says of the 
Queen, that she "sought to destroy the foundation of our order by spreading lies and 
superstition." Undoubtedly Mozart's view of the Empress. 

You can go deeper. The overture begins with three solemn chords. There are 3 ladies, 3 spirits 
and 3 temple doors. 3 is a number of great significance to the Freemasons, not to mention 
pretty much every belief system that indulges in numerology. 

Excluding the overture, "The Magic Flute" has 21 formal pieces of music. 3x7. The product of 
two magic numbers. There are 49 entrances. 7x7. 

Numerologists find magic spells in this. Conspiracy theorists find plans for world domination. 
Alchemists will tell you that the recipe for the Sorcerer's Stone is hidden in the score. 
(Somebody tell Harry Potter.) 

There is even an apocryphal story that claims Mozart, who died shortly after the premiere of 
"The Magic Flute," was poisoned by his brethren for revealing their secrets. 

You can sink into this stuff indefinitely. 

Some of it appears to be there by Mozart's and Schikaneder's intent. Some of it is clearly the 
result of overactive imaginations. 

But there are simpler explanations for all of this, interpretations that don't rely on alchemy and 
conspiracies. 

Why did Mozart compose "The Magic Flute"? Because he needed the money. Copyright law 
was nonexistent in Austria at the time and Mozart was not a good businessman, so his fame 
had not led to fortune. His wife was also sick at the time. 

His friend, Schikaneder, had just opened a suburban art house, one geared toward the masses, 
toward popular work. The blockbusters of the time. 

I said earlier that this opera isn't an opera. Strictly speaking, it's a singspiel, a variant of opera 
that has sections of dialogue in between musical numbers. It's closer, actually, to an American 
musical than classic opera. 

Singspiels were very popular in Mozart's time, particularly those that told fantastic stories about 
the Orient. So Mozart and Schikaneder started to write a singspiel set in Egypt. 



By the way, it's because singspiels were a populist art form that the AOC decided to perform 
this in English. In Mozart's time in Vienna, operas for aristocrats were usually sung in Italian, 
and most of Mozart's previous work had been in Italian. But "The Magic Flute" was for a 
suburban house, so he wrote it in the language of the common people, in German. Not because 
he thought German was superior or especially well suited to his story, but because he wanted 
people to understand what the people were singing and saying. It's meant to be accessible to 
and enjoyed by everyone, not just educated elites. 

While Mozart and Schikaneder were composing, Baron Ignaz von Born died. He was an 
admired scholar and a Freemason. He had, in fact, started a Masonic chapter dedicated to 
moving Masons away from mysticism and alchemy in favor of science and reason. 

Mozart and Schikaneder recast their story to pay homage to von Born, and he was probably the 
inspiration for Sarastro. 

Mozart and Schikaneder probably did hope that "The Magic Flute" would be good public 
relations for the Freemasons in a time of suppression, and the two probably couldn't resist 
taking a dig at the Empress. 

As an artist, Mozart certainly appreciated the artistic symmetries and images of the 
Freemasons, and he used them to gorgeous effect in "The Magic Flute." 

But as for all the rest of it, I think Mozart gives us our answer. The music he wrote for the Queen 
of the Night, unlike the pure and simple music of all the other characters, is highly mannered, 
needlessly complex. It's the kind of music a diva sings when she wants to show off: ultra-high 
notes, deep dives into alto territory, extended runs of sixteenth notes up and down the octaves. 

When she tells Tamino of her daughter's abduction, she tries to sing simply, begging for pity and 
mercy. "I am doomed to mourn and sorrow. My daughter left me in dismay. With her my 
happiness has vanished." 

For the first couple minutes of her solo, she almost pulls it off, but she can't hold up the illusion 
of pure simplicity. This isn't really about her daughter. It's about her rivalry with Sarastro. She is 
an over-proud woman and she has to show-off...so she starts embellishing, playing with major 
sixteenth notes...an unusual sound for a supposedly distraught mother. Later, she tells Pamina 
that, if she doesn't kill Sarastro for her, she will disown her as her daughter. She doesn't love 
Pamina; she's just using her for revenge. 

I think Mozart would have the same opinion of the alchemists, numerologists, and conspiracy 
theorists as he obviously did of the Queen of the Night. It's mannered complexity, sophistication 
as an arrogant conceit. Lies and needless confusion. Dry and lifeless. 

Freemasonry, for him, was about simple (though not simplistic) truth and wisdom, not spells and 
secret plots. 



Which brings me to my third interpretation. If "The Magic Flute" is too complex to be a child's 
fairy tale but critical of arcane sophistication, then what is it? 

3) Mature mythology. 

Well, I believe it's an artistic entity all too rare in our day: an adult fairy tale, a mature myth that 
is, in fact, about maturity, about calming the excesses of youthful passion and developing a 
moral code that can handle the complexities of adult responsibilities. 

Maybe the unicorns and the garden gnomes are to blame, but these days fantasy and myth are 
usually thought of as the provence of children and childish adults. Magic and hocus pocus, 
naive worldviews, escapism. 

But myths still move us. What is the debate over the Georgia flag if not a struggle to determine 
our state's mythology? It's just a piece of cloth, but we all know it means something, even if we 
disagree about what it should mean. 

Mythology still has the power to knock down a skyscraper or to build it up again, to spill blood on 
the sands of contested lands. Myths are the narrative vessels of our moral context. They guide 
us all our lives. 

When we leave fairy tales to children, we end up living our lives by childish myths. Good versus 
evil, us against them, my way or...well damnit, my way! 

It's the Rambo mentality of gun-blazing certainties that drive us to great acts of heroism, but 
also horrid errors of hubris. 

This is the mindset of Tamino early in the story when he thinks he knows who is good and who's 
evil. But though these dichotomies may work well in children's fairy tales, they're an insufficient 
moral context for the real world, where good and evil are rarely so clear, where good intentions 
sometimes have bad results, where others of good will may disagree with us. 

"The Magic Flute" repeatedly shows the failures of passion without restraint and a mature moral 
mythology to guide it. 

Monostatos, Sarastro's servant, wants Pamina for himself and falls into violent rages when he is 
denied her. He's a slave to his lusts and anger, the very definition of savage. Monostatos is 
punished by Sarastro for attacking Pamina. He's sent away and joins the Queen of the Night. 
He does not have a happy end. 

There is, by the way, a wonderful scene where Monostatos and his ruffians are about to attack 
Papageno and Pamina. Papageno plays his bells, and the villains all start dancing like rather 
burly ballerinas, with big, goofy grins on their faces, then they exit the stage in a conga line. 

What makes the bells and the flute magic? They calm the excesses of passion. Not suppress 
them. Sarastro says that love is the beginning of truth...but not the end. 



Tamino is a good and noble man, driven by love. Pamina and Papageno are also good people. 
Unlike Monostatos, their passions are good passions: love, not lust, noble quests, not selfish 
campaigns. But all of them act rashly. 

When Pamina falsely believes, midway through the second act, that Tamino no longer loves 
her, she decides to stab herself with a dagger. 

When Papageno fails the trials of silence and temptation (to no one's surprise, least of all his 
own), he believes he will never have his beautiful Papagena. He prepares to hang himself. 

Don't worry. Both are stopped by three young spirits who advise them not to act so hastily, to be 
patient. They give the same advice to Tamino when he believes he has lost Pamina. They sing, 
"Be silent, steadfast and forebearing." They repeat that several times. "Be silent, steadfast and 
forebearing." That's all you need to know, they say, to complete your quest successfully. 

"Play your bells, Papageno," they urge. Papageno removes the noose from his neck and plays 
his magic bells. Papagena comes to him and they sing together of all the children they will have. 
It's a beautiful duet, by the way, where they sing of the life they'll have together and of all the 
little Papagenas and Papagenos they want to have. 

At the urging of the 3 spirits, Pamina goes to Tamino and discovers he does still love her. They 
pass through the trials of fire and water together, with Tamino playing his flute to calm the 
elements. Fire and water, passion and despair. They emerge unscathed. 

All of them -- Tamino, Pamina, Papageno -- they come to the temple as people of love and 
nobility, good people lacking wisdom and restraint. 

The trials they endure resemble those found in many cultures...the rites of passage into 
adulthood. Vision quests, tests of both physical and mental endurance. A time when the tasks of 
adolescence are brought sharply into focus. Unlike a catechism or confirmation, where the 
answers are provided, trials like those Tamino will endure strip away the truths of childhood and 
let the initiates, with some guidance, find their own way into moral maturity. 

When Tamino and Pamina complete the trials, the chorus sings, "The youth, through suffering 
recreated, shall be to holy office consecrated." Recreated. They've been reborn. 

In the end, Tamino and Pamina are united, and we're told that they will rule in Sarastro's place. 
What the Queen and Sarastro tore apart, Tamino and Pamina bring together: passion and 
wisdom united. "By nature directed, by reason protected," the chorus sings. The flute, the bells, 
the 3 guiding spirits...all came from the Queen. But without the wisdom of Sarastro's order, 
these great gifts would have been used for ill ends. 

It's a wonderful story, full of love, life and laughter. It has the sweetness and magic of a fairy 
tale, but it's also rich, smart, satisfying, mature. 



Young children usually love it. The stage tonight will be filled with tree frogs, dancing monkeys, 
leopards and the like. The music is, of course, very beautiful and fairly simple. Young children 
love "The Magic Flute," but they don't usually understand it. 

"The Magic Flute" asks questions central to adult lives. How to love, how to live well, how to 
respond to evil. 

We face today some tough questions in a murky moral context. How do we protect ourselves 
from terrorists? How do we handle Iraq without alienating our allies? How should a hyper-power 
comport itself in a dangerous world? 

Well, it's all there in "The Magic Flute." The answers come best after a time of silence in which 
we resist the temptations of unfettered passions. Reluctant warriors, like Papageno, must 
sometimes be steadfast. Heroes, like Tamino, must sometimes forebear. Freedom is often best 
found in unity, and the actions of one affect the whole community. 

And in the midst of it all, in the midst of our noble struggles, in the midst of all the danger and 
loss, never forget what Papageno and Papagena know: the simple pleasures to be had in 
bread, in wine, in love and in lots and lots of children. 

 


