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While Die ZauberJlOte(The Magic Flute) is one of the most
popular operas in the Western world, it continues to be one of the most
misunderstood and mishandled operas in the repertory. Despite
several important studies of the opera's rich and multi-layered
symbolism, some commentators still dismiss the plot as an absurd
pastiche. Some critics still insist that Mozart and his librettist
Emmanuel Schikaneder changed their minds about the opera's plot
midway through the first act and never bothered to clear up the
contradictions they had allegedly introduced. Although not a shred of
evidence exists to support this fiction, it continues to be repeated
anyway. Worse, every modem production and recording of the opera
disastrously abridges the libretto, thereby mangling the opera's
symbolism. No wonder many people readily believe critics who assert
that the libretto has neither rhyme nor reason.

On the contrary, I believe that when Mozart and Schikaneder
created the score and libretto of Die ZauberJlote, they knew exactly
what they were doing and that they created one of the great mythic
narratives of the Western musical theater. Although drawn primarily
from Masonic imagery and ritual, the opera's symbolism ~d action are
infinitely rich and universal. I will limit myself here to discussing
how genderreconciliationin Die ZauberJlOteis part of a larger divine
comedy in which humanity strives tow~d godliness.

Two characteristics of divine comedy need be to be mentioned.
First, divine comedies contain the traditional comic action that begins
in bad fortune and ends in good fortune. Divine comic action thus moves
from catastrophe to harmony. Second, divine comedies always have a
supernatural dimension. Thus, the initial bad fortune of a divine
comedy involves a separation of the human from the divine, a clash
between the disharmony of the human order and the harmony of the
heavenly order.

Die Zauberflote opens with a catastrophe that can be fully
understood only in light of the opera's focus upon growth from infancy to
adulthood. (When discussing Die ZauberJlote,one must use the 1791
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