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Orpheus in the Underworld 

Premiere 

First performance: October 21, 1858 at the Théâtre des Bouffes-Parisiens in Paris, France 

Cast of Characters 

Public Opinionééééééééééééééééééééééé. Mezzo-soprano 

Eurydice, a nymph; wife of Orpheusééééééééé. ééééé. Soprano 

Pluto, god of the underworld (disguised as the shepherd Aristeus)éé.. Tenor 

Orpheus, a musicianééééééééééééééééééééé. Tenor 

Jupiter, king of the godsééééééééééééééééééé.. Baritone 

Cupid, god of loveééééééééééééééééééééé.. Soprano 

Diana, goddess of chastityéééééééééééééééééé. Soprano 

Venus, goddess of beautyéééééééééééééééééé... Contralto 

Minerva, goddess of wisdomééééééééééééééééé Soprano 

Morpheus, god of sleepééééééééééééééééééé. Tenor 

Juno, wife of Jupiteréééééééééééééééééééé.. Mezzo-soprano 

Mercury, messenger of the godséééééééééééééééé Tenor 

John Styx, servant of Pluto, once the king of Boeotiaééééééé.. Baritone or tenor 

Mars, god of waréééééééééééééééééééééé Bass 

Bacchus, god of wineéééééééééééééééééééé. (speaking role) 

Gods, goddesses, shepherds, nymphs and underworld spiritsééééé Chorus 
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Brief Summary 

 

Settings: a cornfield near Thebes; Olympus; Hades (the Underworld) 

 

Act 1 

Public Opinion introduces herself to the audience, explaining her role in the story to come. In ancient 

Thebes, Eurydice, wife of Orpheus, is picking flowers, singing of her infatuation for the shepherd 

Aristeus. Orpheus enters, playing his violin, momentarily mistaking his wife for his mistress, the nymph 

Cynthia. Eurydice tells her husband she finds him boring. Orpheus attempts to charm her with a serenade, 

but she complains about the noise. When Eurydice demands that they separate, freeing her to love 

Aristeus, Orpheus says no, explaining that he is a slave to Public Opinion. He exits, warning Eurydice 

that her lover should stay out of her cornfield. 

 

Aristeus enters, singing a pastorale. Eurydice tells him that Orpheus knows of their affair and that 

she suspects her spouse of laying a trap for the shepherd in the cornfield. Aristeus ignores her concern and 

invites her to join him.  Upon doing so, Eurydice is struck dead as Aristeus reveals that he is really the 

god Pluto. Eurydice notes that being dead isnôt as bad as she had always imagined. At Plutoôs bidding, 

she leaves a farewell note for Orpheus before descending with the god to Hades. 

 

Orpheus, discovering the note, is relieved to realize he is now free to pursue Cynthia. Public 

Opinion storms in, outraged at the musicianôs attitude. She demands that he bring Eurydice back from the 

Underworld. When Orpheus protests that he hates his wife, Public Opinion threatens to start scandalous 

rumors about him. With great reluctance, he agrees to retrieve Eurydice 

 

At Olympus, the gods sleep, complaining that there is nothing else to do. Diana enters, distraught 

over the disappearance of her lover Actaeon. Jupiter explains that her affair was inappropriate for a chaste 

goddess, so he changed Actaeon into a stag for her own good. He goes on to berate all the gods for their 

moral laxness, upon which Juno implies that heôs a hypocrite. Mercury joins them, informing the gods 

that Pluto is keeping company with Eurydice. At that, Pluto enters, comparing life on Olympus with that 

in Hades. The gods, fed up with ambrosia and nectar, revolt against Jupiter, calling him out on his own 

immoral behavior. Mercury announces that Orpheus has arrived. Goaded by Public Opinion, Orpheus 

reluctantly bids the gods return Eurydice to him, naming Pluto as her captor.  Jupiter, secretly hoping for 

a new romantic conquest, agrees to restore Eurydice. The other gods demand to accompany Jupiter on his 

trip to Hades. He agrees, prompting a joyful hymn of praise. 

 

Act 2 

In Hades, Eurydice complains about her treatment by Pluto. She is guarded by the love-struck jailer John 

Styx, who attempts to impress her with tales of his past glory. When Pluto approaches with Jupiter in tow, 

Styx conceals Eurydice. Pluto denies that he has Eurydice, but Jupiter guesses the room in which sheôs 

being held. With the help of Cupid, he changes into a fly to gain entry through a keyhole. A passionate 

love duet follows for Eurydice and Jupiter, who can only make buzzing sounds. Eurydice declares her 

love for the fly, upon which Jupiter reveals his true identity and promises to take her out of Hades during 

Plutoôs party. 
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The gods have gathered in Hades for a wild party. Eurydice, in disguise as a priestess of Bacchus, 

sings a hymn of praise to the king of revelry. Dancing follows: a sedate minuet and the galop infernal, 

during which Jupiter and Eurydice hope to slip out unnoticed. Pluto intercepts them, reminding Jupiter 

that he has pledged to return Eurydice to Orpheus, whose violin-playing is now heard drawing near. 

When the musician enters with Public Opinion alongside, Jupiter cuts short his half-hearted request, 

agreeing to return Eurydice to him on one condition: on their way back from the Underworld, Orpheus 

must not turn around and look at her. When it appears that Orpheus intends to heed this warning, Jupiter 

throws a lightning bolt in his direction. The thunderclap causes Orpheus to turn around, meaning he has 

lost his wife forever. There is general rejoicing by all parties, with a reprise of the galop infernal. 
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Orpheus in the Underworld 

 

Full Plot Synopsis and Musical Highlights 

 

ACT 1 

Before the action begins, a woman speaks directly to the audience. Introducing herself as Public 

Opinion, she explains that her role is not only to comment on the story to come, but to take part as well, 

for it is her job to ensure that decent moral standards are upheld. Eurydice enters, picking flowers and 

waiting for her lover, the shepherd Aristeus who lives next door  

 

 

Not finding Aristeus, Eurydice is dismayed to see her husband approaching: Orpheus the 

musician. Mistaking his wife for his lover, the nymph Cynthia, Orpheus begins playing a 

serenade on his violin. Eurydice suggests they both end the hypocrisy of their marriage and 

separate, going on to declare in no uncertain terms her utter hatred of him. In an argumentative 

duet, Orpheus attempts to change her mind by playing his latest violin composition: 

 
Eurydice canôt stand his music, repeating her demand that they part ways for good. 

Orpheus reluctantly explains that, as a prominent musician, he is a slave to Public Opinion and 

must guard his reputation. With a warning to his wife to keep her lover out of the corn field, he 

departs. 
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 Now Aristeus  appears to the accompaniment of a ñBallet Pastoralò. 

 
He sings a song in which he delights in the simple joys of a shepherdôs life: 

 
 

When Euridce tells the shepherd of her husbandôs warning to stay out of the corn field, 

Aristeus scoffs, inviting her to join him. Against her better judgement, Eurydice enters the field 

and is immediately struck dead. In the same moment, Aristeus reveals his true identity: he is 

Pluto, god of the Underworld. To her surprise, Eurydice observes that being dead isnôt as 

unpleasant as sheôd always imagined. 
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Eurydice leaves a sardonic farewell note for Orpheus; then she and Pluto descend into the 

underworld realm of Hades.  

 

 Returning, Orpheus discovers the note and begins to offer praise to Jupiter for ridding 

him of his wife, only to face the wrath of Public Opinion, who demands that he go after Eurydice 

and bring her back. Orpheus protests, but when Public Opinion threatens to start ugly rumors 

about him he reconsiders. Public Opinion offers to accompany him on his journey: 

 
 

 The scene shifts to the home of the gods on Olympus, where the deities are plagued with 

ennui. Minerva, Hebe, Cybele and others confess that they sleep for lack of anything else to do: 

 
The calm is broken by the entrance of Diana, who is distraught over the failure of her 

lover Acteon to meet her for their planned tryst: 
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Jupiter, who was disgusted that the goddess of chastity would carry on an affair, explains 

that he changed Acteon into a stag. There is a general discussion of bad behavior amongst many 

of the gods, who respond that theyôre tired of nectar and bored with Olympus. When Jupiter 

orders them away, his wife Juno intimates that Jupiterôs lectures are more than a little 

hypocritical. She is interrupted by the arrival of fleet-footed Mercury with his daily news 

bulletin: 

 
 

Mercury has big news: Pluto abandoned his post in the Underworld for several days and 

has now returned with a mortal woman, Eurydice. With that, Pluto himself enters, only to face 

Jupiterôs stern disapproval. The gods return, feeling restless and angry. Pluto attempts to calm 

them in a song praising the charms of Olympus, but the gods are having none of it, crying out for 

in revolt. 
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The deities are fed up with Jupiterôs failure to practice the morality heôs always 

preaching; they sing a chorus detailing his immoral escapades: 

 
This creates a moment of marital discord for Jupiter and Juno which is cut short by 

Mercuryôs announcement that two visitors have arrived: Orpheus and Public Opinion. Pluto, for 

one, is not happy at this turn of events: 

 
Jupiter demands to know the reason for Orpheusôs appearance. Reluctantly, due only to Public 

Opinionôs insistence that he act the bereft husband, Orpheus launches into an unenthusiastic plea 

for the return of Eurydice, using a theme from Gluckôs famous opera Orfeo ed Euridice: 
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Not only does Jupiter agree to grant this request, but he decides to visit Hades in order to 

ensure that Pluto obeys his command. At this, the other gods, eager for a break from the boredom 

of Olympus, beg to go with him. When he agrees, all the gods break into a hymn of praise to 

Jupiter: 

 
 

ACT 2 

The scene shifts to Hades, where Eurydice is finding life in the Underworld not the 

experience sheôd been expecting. Rather than reigning as Plutoôs Queen, she is imprisoned in a 

small cell, complaining of her lot: 

 


