From Carnival Opera to Lenten Opera: 
The Politics of Theatrical Time Slots

Operas for Carnival (here meaning a period of a few weeks immediately preceding Lent) were typically serious, often tragic works of at last three acts. The coupling of tragic subjects with festive occasions was a long-standing one, equally evident in royal wedding festivities throughout Catholic portions of Europe in the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries.  As Italian opera developed in the later seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, Carnival became a progressively longer period. Yet the mapping of serious operas to the period remained fixed. Comic opera and pastorals were given in autumn and spring.
No public theater in Catholic Europe presented stage works during any portion of Lent until 1786, when Joseph II permitted the opening of theaters on certain days during early weeks of the period. The works given were initially of diverse characters, but that changed as Napoleon swept across the Continent. The transformation of time-keeping methods to ostensibly rational, de-Christianized did not officially recognize Lent. Cities with a substantial theatrical presence gradually colonized the Lenten period with the kinds of works that previously were reserved for Carnival. Particular stature came to attach to tragic works given during Lent.
This shift had several important consequences: (1) it pleased theater managers, who hoped to increase revenues by offering a longer season of activity; (2) it displeased singers, who wanted independent contracts for the Lenten period; (3) it caused opera composers to be dismissive towards productions starting early in the winter; and (4) it decimated the market for instrumental music and sacred oratorios in cities that adopted Lenten opera (notably Vienna, Venice, and Florence). 
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