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Topic Exploration Pack

Theme: Heroes and Villains
Amadeus – Peter Shaffer
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This Topic Exploration Pack supports OCR AS and A Level Drama and Theatre.
Introduction

Traditionally in drama and literature the narrative is told from the point of view of the hero. We see how the hero comes into conflict with a villain or antagonist. Amadeus does not follow this traditional route. The text is told from the point of view Salieri, the main villain in the play. In the opening scene Salieri is presented to us as an old man and we, the audience, are listening to his confessions. As audience members, we are confided in his deep rooted jealousy and attempted down fall of Amadeus. Salieri is not an obvious villain in the text. In fact, even after he has confessed to being involved in Amadeus’s death, those around him don’t believe him, questioning his sanity. Salieri is probably best described as a traitor villain. The traitor villain often appears to be supportive of the hero and while the hero is unsuspecting, the traitor villain is planning their down fall. There are several clear examples in the text of Salieri acting as traitor villain. He convinces Amadeus to include masonic rituals in his compositions for the opera the Magic Flute, knowing that it will appal the Royal Court. He humiliates Amadeus’s wife when she comes to ask him for help when finding Amadeus work.
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While Salieri may not appear to be your typical villain, likewise Amadeus does not appear to be a typical hero. When Peter Shaffer wrote Amadeus, he made the decision to show this in a less than flattering manner. Many audience members at the time were shocked by the characters vulgarity in the production. Shaffer explained that he was surprised by people’s response given that the play was about the jealousy of an effortless genius over hardworking talent. He stated that vulgarity was a way of separating his genius and his humanity
. Shaffer’s interpretation of Amadeus was also met with controversy amongst Mozart’s scholars believing him to be portrayed as a buffoon. Shaffer claimed he didn’t intend to make him appear idiotic. He just wants to create an image of a child like man in an adult’s body. Creating the idea of a child genius who never grew up and wasn’t truly able to function in an adult world. It is this juxtaposition in character that infuriates Salieri, questioning how God can gives such a talent to such childlike man. ‘It seemed to me that I heard the voice of God … and it was the voice of an obscene child?’ 

It could be suggested that Amadeus is indeed a tragic 
hero, his creativity and music have heroic qualities, yet his personal qualities are deeply flawed. Unlike a typical tragic hero his demise is not orchestrated by himself but by Salieri and circumstance. In this exploration pack we will be exploring the role of the traitor villain and the hero through a series of activities and discussions. 
Key terms

Protagonist – The leading character in the drama. Traditionally this is the hero or heroine in the text.

Antagonist – The antagonist can be the villain in the drama but not always. The antagonist is the person, institution or physical being (such as a storm) that opposes the protagonist.

Protagonist Villain – This is where the central character to the plot does not have heroic qualities of a hero. They differ from the anti-hero or tragic hero as they don’t have the heroic qualities to counterbalance their deep flaws.

Tragic Hero – A protagonist who is flawed in some way but yet has the qualities of a hero.

Plot

The play focuses on the relationship and rivalry between Salieri (a composer) and Amadeus (a former child genius and composer). The play opens some 32 years after Amadeus’s death. Salieri as an old man he confesses that he was involved in Amadeus’s death and tells the audience he will explain how and why he did it. They play ends with Salieri’s attempted suicide. Despite his confession, no one believes he did it and they question why he would confess now. Salieri realises that both in life and death, he is condemned to mediocritise. In the play he believes himself to be mediocre and is one of few at the time to recognise the true genius of Mozart’s work. After meeting Mozart for the first time he is shocked by his behaviour. He believes that Mozart is not worthy of the talent that God has bestowed upon him. A devoted Catholic, Salieri questions why God has given such a talent to a man like Amadeus and only given him a mediocre talent. In his pursuit of absolute beauty in his own music and search for spiritual meaning, Salieri makes a pact with God, asking God to allow him to become a great composer. In return, he will live with virtue and will honour God with music. Unfortunately, Salieri only finds beauty in Mozart’s music. Fuelled with jealousy, a desire to revenge God for what he sees as injustice and humiliation. He sets about bringing about Mozart’s downfall by pretending to be his ally.

Characters

Salieri

The main villain in the text, Salieri is the Court composer of the Emperor of Austria. A talented musician in own right, yet he is consumed with jealousy of Amadeus’ talent, finding himself to be mediocre in comparison.

Amadeus

A very talented musician, yet his talents are not appreciated by his contemporaries. Amadeus spends much of the text trying to convince others of his talent. He is described by the stage directions as being a ‘small, pallid large eyed man in a showy wig and showy set of clothes’ p24. His behaviour does not live up to archetypical hero, often being regarded as childlike and vulgar.

Constanze 

The wife of Amadeus, she is described as pretty. Despite supporting his work she often argues with him over his infidelities and his father. In attempt to gain Amadeus some work, she offers herself to Salieri who rejects and humiliates her.
Suggested activities
Activity 1
These series of activities explore our perception of a hero and why Salieri was unable to accept Amadeus’s flaws.

Aim: To explore the reasons why Salieri is unable to accept Amadeus as a flawed hero.
Warm up

Role play a scene where one person is being interviewed for a job. The person being interviewed for the job is the best candidate however the interviewer does not like their personality and does not want to hire them.

Now role play a scene where the interviewer must explain to their boss why this person should not be hired.

Discussion

Do you think our judgement can be clouded by someone’s personality or appearance? 

Can you think of any examples in the media where judgement has been clouded by someone’s appearance or personality? 

Improvisation
In small groups create a short improvisation where one of you is a famous person who is perceived to have great talent. The other idolises them but is highly disappointed when their idol doesn’t live up to their expectation in some way. 

Discussion

Have you ever met anyone famous? 

Were they how you expected them to be in real life? 

If they were different to how you expected, how were you left feeling? 

If they were different are they still your hero? 

Do you think talent alone is enough to make someone a hero?

A hero is often perceived to be someone who is without flaw in both their personal and professional life. Is this an unrealistic expectation? 

Do you think Salieri had unrealistic expectations of Amadeus’s personality? 

Text 

In groups of three, rehearse and perform the scene in the library of the Baroness Waldstadten. In this scene Salieri witnesses a conversation between Amadeus and Constanze. He is disturbed by what he saw and makes reference to Amadeus’ childlike behaviour.

Plenary discussion

Is Amadeus a hero? 

Has Salieri got any heroic qualities? 

If Salieri had been able to separate the man from his genius, do you think he would have been more accepting of Amadeus’ gift? 

Activity 2
Aim: To explore the role of Salieri as a traitor villain.
Warm up

Ask the group to think of a talent or skill they have. This should be something that can be easily taught to other class members. Split the group into pairs and ask them to teach each other their skill.

Discussion

Did you find it easy or difficult to learn the skill? 

Have you ever felt envious of someone’s talents? 

Did it spur you on to try and improve your skill? 

Has anyone been jealous of your talent or something you’ve done? 

How did they behave around you?

Can you think of any examples of traitor villains? 

What makes a traitor villain different from an ordinary villain? 

Do you think Salieri has these qualities?

Improvisation

In groups, improvise a scene where you have been convinced to break the law in someone way (taking drugs, drinking, stealing etc.) The group of friends agrees that if one person is caught they will agree that they will all share the responsibility. Only they do get caught and the rest of the group try to frame one person. 

The Palace of Schonbrunn (pages 61–63)

Rehearse and perform the scene following the given stage directions.

In this scene the Emperor asks if Amadeus would be suitable to teach the Princess.

Alternative text – the Theatre by the Weiden

Rehearse and perform the scene following the given stage directions. In this scene Salieri encourages Amadeus to include masonic rituals in the Magic Flute with disastrous consequences.

Teacher led discussion

As an actor how did you show Salieri’s quick change of character? 

What acting or staging techniques could be used emphasise that the other characters are oblivious to Salieri intentions? 

Solo performance
Read through Salieri’s monologue on pages 55 and 56. In this speech he addresses God. He questions Amadeus’s work ethic, feeling he doesn’t work as hard as him. He tells God that he realises that Amadeus is his incarnation. He tells God that he will not be mocked in such a way.

Discussion

How will you stage this? 

How will you use your voice to show that Salieri is plotting revenge on God? 

In this speech Salieri discusses Amadeus’s work ethic and compares it to his. Do you think Salieri sees himself as the real hero and Amadeus and God the traitor? 

How does it change the dynamic of the speech if you play it as a heroic speech rather than vengeful?
Plenary

Perform the monologue considering the answers from the discussion. Peer assess the performances.

Activity 3
A common theme in all Shaffer’s plays is the father and son relationship. The relationship between Amadeus and his father is a significant theme.

Aim: To explore the father and son relationship in Amadeus.
Warm up

Ask students to create the still image of a normal father and son relationship. Then ask them to contrast this with a still imagine of the type of relationship a child star may have with their father.

Teacher led discussion

Were the images of the normal father and son relationship very different to that of the of the child star? 

What type of relationship did Amadeus have with his father? 

Why do you think Amadeus’s father is only discussed in the play and is not a character in his own right? 

Improvisation

Create a scene where Amadeus’s father tells his family that they will be leaving their home and touring Europe to showcase Amadeus’ talent. Using the text as a reference (pages 77–78 and 92). The scene should show how Amadeus and his family felt about touring and performing around Europe.

Plenary discussion

Do you think it’s possible for child stars to have a normal childhood? 

Can you think of any famous child stars? 

How have they adapted to adult life? 

Did they have strong relationships with their parents?

As a director how would you emphasise the idea of the child star adapting to adulthood in a modern day production?


Peter Shaffer
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