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ARTS 

Gerolamo Cardano centre stage for 
Mary Finsterer’s Biographica 

 
Mary Finsterer found the central character of her first opera when she happened by chance on one of 
his books. Picture: Renee Nowytarger 
 
When Mary Finsterer was a music student in her early 20s, she worked for a time as an accompanist to 
a magician called Charles Panache. He was a comic illusionist and his tricks would quite deliberately 
dash his audience’s expectations. Instead of producing a white dove from out of thin air, Panache 
would bring forth a dead pigeon. Finsterer’s role at the keyboard was to provide the “sting” — or 
musical “ta-dah!” — that would announce another feat of wayward magic. 

Since that time Finsterer has made her living as a composer and teacher. She has written music for 
contemporary outfits such as Ensemble Offspring and Ensemble InterContemporain, and has worked 
on film scores as various as Die Hard 4 and the lighthouse drama South Solitary. But her latest project 
— an opera, Biographica, to be given its premiere by Sydney Chamber Opera at the Sydney Festival 
— in some ways has taken her back to that world of mystery and sleight of hand. 

The opera is about 16th-century Italian inventor, philosopher and gambler Gerolamo Cardano: a true 
Renaissance man whose inquiring mind ventured into fields such as mathematics, engineering, natural 
history, medicine and occult arts of divination. Finsterer first learned of him when, almost by accident, 
she happened upon his Liber de ludo aleae (Book on Games of Chance). 

“It was serendipitous in a way,” she says. “I was walking through the ANU library about 20 years ago 
and I came across this little book just by chance — which is interesting because the book is about 
chance … It’s about how to gamble, but he was also talking about how to dress, how to cheat. It’s a 
historical document, but it brought to the fore this human being.” 

Finsterer says she had been looking for a subject for an opera that would dramatise questions to do with 
identity, knowledge and self-actualisation. “Who am I, what path am I on?” says the composer over a 
cup of coffee at Carriageworks in central Sydney. “We almost have to ask ourselves every day. If we 
want to be creative we have to choose those things. It’s a creative process.” 



In Cardano, born 1501, she found a larger-than-life figure to stand in for such existential questions. He 
wrote more than a dozen books, including an autobiography that Finsterer says she struggled through in 
an English translation. Among his achievements were theories about negative numbers and probability, 
mechanical inventions such as the combination lock and insights into the existence of allergens. 

Filled with scientific discoveries, Cardano’s life was not short of tragic and violent incident. Knife 
fights over gambling, imprisonment for heresy, a son convicted of murder and beheaded … it goes on. 
Cardano was obsessed with personal fame and while he may be an obscure figure today — compared 
with near contemporaries Leonardo and Copernicus — he certainly achieved celebrity in his lifetime. It 
has been suggested he inspired the figure of the magician Prospero in The Tempest. 

“He is full of contrasts, he epitomises what it is to be human, the dark, the light,” Finsterer says. “His 
autobiography is warts and all; it brings to the fore everything that it is to be human. He doesn’t hold 
back on anything. The interesting thing is that he doesn’t have the natural filters that human beings 
usually have.” 

Finsterer has collaborated with writer Tom Wright, whose libretto for Biographica, in Latin and -
English, dramatises key episodes from Cardano’s life. We first encounter him consulting the stars to 
divine the date of his own death. We see him cure an archbishop of asthma, invent the combination 
lock and despair at the fate of his children. In the penultimate scene Wright’s Cardano invokes the 
mysterious substance of fame: “I drink it and pass it through my vitals.” 

Interestingly, for an opera, Finsterer has chosen not to assign a musical voice to Cardano, in the sense 
of depicting his character through sung vocal lines. Instead, she has an actor, Mitchell Butel, playing 
the role, while five singers make up the chorus and play other characters as required. 

“I wanted to rethink, ‘What is opera?’ ” Finsterer says. “I grew up with this sense of theatre being very 
strong. I love that immediacy with theatre; it brings you up close to characters. Opera is kind of the 
opposite: you enjoy the action, and then they stop for an aria, a distilled moment where a singer is 
really able to explore emotion. I wanted to bring the immediacy of the spoken word into the medium of 
opera, this idea of mingling spoken word and sung.” 

She also has looked back to the musical conventions of Cardano’s time but reimagined them with 
modernist techniques such as serialism. “Renaissance music is essentially based on tertian harmony,” 
she says. “The whole idea of horizontal movement and voice-leading from one note to the next is very 
important: it’s a study of relationships … 

“I thought, how can I use this past knowledge so we feel a sense of familiarity? We know the terrain 
but we don’t know how it’s going to unfold. How can I reimagine voice-leading so the elements are the 
same but the way they unfold is different? To do that, I drew upon serial techniques to construct 
progressions that are not necessarily what you expect.” 

Her score for small orchestra — Ensemble Offspring, conducted by SCO’s Jack Symonds — uses 
modern instruments but with the addition of viola da gamba, the early version of the cello. 

Finsterer has written many pieces for small ensembles, and orchestral and multimedia works, 
but Biographica is her first opera. A few years ago a 20-minute excerpt was given a workshop reading 
at New Opera Ventures Australia, where contemporary opera is showcased for possible presenters. 
Then Sydney Festival artistic director Lieven Bertels saw it and decided to include it in the festival, 
which is now under the direction of Wesley Enoch. 

More than 20 years since a mysterious book revealed itself to her, Biographica and the brilliant, 
complicated figure of Cardano are about to have their operatic debut. 

“I’ve been patient, I’m really happy that it’s happening now,” Finsterer says. “I’ve waited so long, if it 
was going to be another year down the track, or five, I don’t care. It’s not very often that you write an 
opera. I wanted to get it right and have the right people supporting it.” 

She makes an observation worthy of Cardano: “It’s almost like all the planets have aligned.” 

Sydney Chamber Opera presents Biographica at Carriageworks, Sydney, Saturday to January 13, 
7.30pm. 

MATTHEW WESTWOOD January 3, 2017 
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Mary Finsterer

From science to surgery by way of a 

treatise on cheating, Mary Finsterer’s new 

opera runs one man’s extraordinary 

gamut.

My new chamber opera Biographica has 
been part of my life for a long time – almost 
two decades in fact; but it’s not as if I’ve 
been working on it constantly. I like having a 
large-scale piece in the background while 
I’m working on other projects. This enables 
me to compose different works, drawing on 
the same research.

Being fascinated by ancient history and 
mythology, I’d long been playing with the 
idea of an opera based on the concept of the 
Ancient Greek practice of palaestra, or 
wrestling, which can also be a wrestling of 
thoughts and ideas. What I needed was a 
story on which to hang the idea.

The question was, what were we going to 
see on stage? In the library one day, I came 
across a book about Gerolamo Cardano, an 
eccentric Renaissance genius who wrote the 
first texts on the mathematics of gambling 
and cheating. He was also a world-
renowned surgeon and a pioneer of sign 
language. He revolutionised complex 
numbers and, having lived in a time where 

the line between science and mysticism was 
frequently blurred, drew upon both to seek 
an understanding to life and immortality. 
Cardano’s life provided a vehicle for a story 
about thoughts, wrestling and debating. 
Playwright Tom Wright has provided a 
beautiful libretto synthesising the dramatic 
narrative of Cardano’s life with the 
complexity of his thought.!

In the opera I’ve tried to capture an essence 
of Renaissance music by filtering it through a 
contemporary lens. There are centuries of 
musical history in conversation; sometimes 
easy, sometimes intentionally confused, 
following the diverse, fascinating character 
of Cardano himself and his capricious life.!

I use tertian (3-note) harmony as the basic 
building block, but in ordering that 
elemental material, I draw from serialism to 
assist me with chord progressions and voice–
leading. I’m interested in finding ways to 
take the listeners to places that are perhaps 
unexpected or even surprising. The material 
is derived from the Renaissance, yet the 
method by which it’s constructed is 
developed from the modernist aesthetic. I 
wanted to bring the two worlds together. As 
the narrative of Cardano unfolds, the 
musical worlds intensify, creating perilous 
mayhem – but also mathematical precision.!

Essentially the composition tries to catch 
moments in the journey and demise of an 
eccentric, wondrous soul from the 
beginnings of our modern age. It’s like a visit 
to a great portrait gallery, full of different 
paintings – but all depicting the same 
person.

MARY FINSTERER December 28, 2016  

Nullam hendrerit 

consectetuer erat. Maec 
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Biographica: opera tackles Cardano’s emotional flaws 

!
Mitchell Butel as Gerolama Cardano in Biographica, Sydney Festival. Picture: Lisa Tomasetti. 
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The life and work of the Italian Renaissance polymath Gerolamo Cardano (1501-76) was rich in incident 
and achievement. Brilliant accomplishments in the fields of mathematics, science and medicine brought 
him fame and fortune across Europe. 

Yet his later years were overshadowed by tragedy. His older son was beheaded for poisoning his 
adulterous wife, his younger son was a compulsive thief and his daughter died of syphilis contracted 
through prostitution. It’s a story ripe for operatic treatment. 

Composer Mary Finsterer and librettist Tom Wright’s new opera Biographica is an episodic, 12-scene 
snapshot of Cardano’s professional and personal life. Its dramatic power largely derives from an intriguing 
double duality. Although an intellectual genius, Cardano is portrayed as being emotionally deficient. 

In several scenes, he eloquently lectures the audience on his then cutting-edge views on maths, science, 
astronomy and humanity’s place in the cosmos. Elsewhere, he is an emotionally mute, detached observer. 

In one scene, he coolly explains the symptoms of syphilis while his daughter, Chiara, writhes in agony on 
a straw bed. In another, his now-dead three children berate him for his lack of love. His response is to 



walk away. So articulate and erudite in his intellectual pursuits, Cardano is virtually devoid of emotional 
intelligence. 

This conflict is cleverly represented by Biographica’s second duality. Cardano is portrayed by a non-
singing actor while a quintet of singers represents his tragic family members. 

It was a brilliantly realised conceit. As Cardano, Mitchell Butel was a compelling and commanding 
presence. Inflecting every phrase with meaning and purpose, he captured his character’s astounding 
intellect and his difficult and volatile personality. 

By contrast, the vocal quintet successfully balanced beauty of sound with the need for expressive 
intensity, thereby conveying their characters’ emotional pain and despair. 

Finsterer’s music proved to be as eclectic and wide-ranging as Cardano’s intellectual pursuits. Scored for 
a chamber ensemble of strings, woodwinds, keyboards and percussion, Biographica’s complex yet 
crystalline textures, evocative instrumental colours, intricate rhythms and Renaissance-inspired vocal 
writing resulted in an absorbing, appealing soundworld. 

Director Janice Muller made a virtue of simplicity. Using only a few props, Charles Davis’s period 
costumes and Matt Cox’s atmospheric, predominantly spotlit lighting designs, she ensured each scene 
made its impact before swiftly moving on. This kept the focus on the action while simultaneously 
capturing its intensifying power. 

Inventive, engaging, stimulating and moving, Biographica is an outstanding new opera. 

It deserves regular performances as well as a permanent place in the repertory. 

Biographica. By Mary Finsterer. Sydney Chamber Opera. Ensemble Offspring. Sydney Festival. Director: 
Janice Muller. Conductor: Jack Symonds. Carriageworks, January 7. Tickets: $41-$46. Bookings: 1300 
723 038 or online. Duration: 90 mins, no interval. Until Friday. 
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To the Renaissance mind, music was not so much an art form as a cosmology, combining with 
arithmetic, geometry and astronomy to make the quadrivium of liberal arts considered essential to 
higher thought. 

Heard music was but a manifestation of the harmony of body and soul, and of the universe. 

Composer Mary Finsterer and librettist Tom Wright revive this ancient affinity for the modern age in 
their opera, Biographica, a meditation on the 16th century mathematician and physician Gerolamo 
Cardano. 

The work juxtaposes his lofty intellectual world and far-reaching professional influence, with his 
messy, flawed family life, to create an image of humanity's contradictions. 



Rather than write pastiche Renaissance polyphony, Finsterer's score recreates the Renaissance sound 
world with modern musical codes, using imaginative instrumentation, scattered modernist textures, and 
instrumental figuration of the sort exploited by minimalist Michael Nyman, to animate, transform and 
sometimes subvert the glistening vocal sonorities from an outstanding cast of singers. 

Its most musically interesting elements are Finsterer's ear for original, dramatically appropriate 
instrumental and vocal combinations and the way musical processes intersect with mathematical ones, 
in a collision of the sensual and the rational. 

Although the story dwells in the realm of the mind, there is an instinct for narrative and refreshing the 
dramatic tone at key moments with new sounds and situations. 

The opening scene, Horoscope, creates an arresting and imposing opening using gongs, beautifully 
edged concordant vocal harmony and splashes of chaotic colour from the instruments. 

In Scene VIII, Lock of Combinations, the chorus "explains" the mathematics behind Cardano's 
invention of the combination lock, in textures that spiral like intersecting spheres. 

For the final scene, Finsterer recreates a Renaissance dance with raucous woodwind and percussion 
intrusions, like a grimly realistic dance of death. 

Mitchell Butel, in the spoken part of Cardano, creates a sharply drawn, dark and deeply thoughtful 
persona of an ambitious intellect trying to survive in a world strung between the intrigues of the age of 
Machiavelli and the superstitions of the Inquisition. 

Soprano Jane Sheldon as his mother, sings with focused convulsive expression of his caesarean birth in 
a plague year, reimagining the Renaissance and early Baroque arioso style, while Jessica O'Donoghue, 
creates a parallel moment of expressive force as his daughter dying of syphilis. 

The third take on the fate of women is given to mezzo soprano Anna Fraser, poisoned by the son 
Giambattista. Simon Lobelson, in this role and as the ailing archbishop sings with firm smoothness 
while tenor Andrew Goodwin as the kleptomaniac other son, Aldo, sustains pure expressive tonal 
evenness. 

Janice Muller's direction is simple, direct and effectively lit by Matt Cox. The AV blend could have 
tolerated more edge in the amplified spoken word to cut through the swirling musical sounds that 
always threatens to overwhelm their rationality. 

Conductor Jack Symonds controlled the balance of iridescent purity and gritty noise in the sound to 
create an aural equivalent reminiscent of Oscar Wilde's image of a person lying in the gutter staring at 
the stars. 
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Sydney Chamber Opera kick off their year with a new Australian opera based on the life of 
Renaissance polymath Gerolamo Cardano 
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