
ENCORE OPERA NOTES
THIS WEEK

Steve found this version of 
Faust when the only recording 
of it available in the U.S. was 
captured by a home listener 
from a radio broadcast over the 
air. There are many CDs and 
DVDs of works never released 
to the public and many sellers 
of them  to a significant online 
market for historic programs. 

In the mid 1950’s, operas 
performed in Japan set that 
country “ablaze” with a love for 
opera and classical “Western” 
music. The performance that 
Steve describes was videotaped 
at a 9/12/1973 production of 
Faust in Tokyo with the NHK 
Symphony Orchestra and NHK 
Italian Opera Chorus. Paul Ethuin 
conducted a mostly Japanese 
cast of singers and musicians 
starring Kraus, Scotto and 
Ghiaurov.  

The DVD we play here now is 
not that which Steve first found 
but rather its commercially 
produced copy, released in 
2007. Of course, this newer 
copy is technically better but 
still a product of the 1970’s 
equipment.  

The Japanese subtitles are 
imbedded in the DVD and 
cannot be turned off.       -Gene 

Founder Steve Schwartz

MASKS REQUIRED

Program for September 17, 1 PM 

by Charles-François Gounod 
English Subtitles  •  187 Minutes 

NOTES by STEVE SCHWARTZ 
I grew up listening to Faust on my mother’s 
78-RPM vinyl records, and was singing 
Valentin‘s aria “Avant de Quitter” phonetically 
before two years of high school French taught 
me what the words meant.  Later I was able 
to sing whole sections of many arias of each 
of the three principals, including Marguerite.  I 
still can.   
So I always want to share my love of Faust. 
But I had not found a commercial DVD 
recording that meets my criteria until I found 
today’s DVD. While flawed, it has all the 
essential features: a faithful delivery of the 
opera’s original book and libretto set in the 
time frame for which the opera was conceived 
(the middle ages); a full orchestra conducted 
by a conductor who knows how to pace the 
action; stage direction able to choreograph 
crowd scenes performed on a small stage with 
a steeply raked floor; fine singers in all the 
secondary roles, and, very important for all 
my shows, legible English subtitles.  Most 
importantly, this DVD allows us to watch and 
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enjoy the work of three world-class 
artists who perform their roles as 
Gounod intended: Alfredo Kraus in 
the title role, Renata Scotto as 
Marguerite, and Nicolai Ghiaurov as 
Mephistopheles.   
I bought the disk on-line and have no 
knowledge of its provenance other 
than that it was dubbed from a DVR 
played on an American station (my 
guess is in San Francisco).  To avoid 
copyright laws, the credits for all but 
those three singers are missing. Since 
the transfer to DVD format was not 
done at a professional level, the visual 
fidelity is somewhat fuzzy.  But the 
audio is what counts, and that’s first 
rate.  So listen, and enjoy. [Editor’s 
Note: see “This Week”, page 1] 

ACT ONE 
The curtain rises on a dark and 
forbidding setting as we meet our 
hero Faust wearing an amorphous 
black cloak befitting the setting.  
Faust is an aged philosopher who has 
spent his life trying futilely to learn 
the secrets of Man’s existence. It is 
springtime and he hears young 
people of the village singing of their 
happy lives. He decides that all the 
esoteric exercises that have been his 
life’s work have been wasted.  He’s  
missed out on the joys of life.  His 
first word says it all: “Rien” (nothing) 
and he goes on from there. 
Twice he starts to drink poison to end 
his life. Each time, those happy 
sounds intrude. Instead of suicide, he 
decides to reach out to the only one 
he thinks will help him: the Devil, or 
Mephistopheles, a dark personage 
known among the superstitious mid-

European populations of the Middle 
Ages as representing the infernal 
forces which battled God every day 
for the soul of every man and 
woman, as in Goethe’s epic story.  
So Faust calls for Mephistopheles 
to come to him.  He appears and 
announces “Me voici” (here I am).  
He asks what Faust wants: money, 
power, glory?  No, Faust replies, he 
wants something that will give him 
all three and more: YOUTH. He sings 
describing what that will bring him. 
Mephistopheles says he can do it.  He 
quickly presents Faust with a paper to 
sign.  Faust asks what price he’ll have 
to pay; Satan replies “Presque rien” 
(practically nothing). “Ici, je suis a ton 
service” (I’m at your service). “Mais la 
bas tu seras a mien” (but below, you 
will serve me). To persuade Faust to 
sign, Satan shows him an image of 
the beautiful Marguerite who will be 
his inamorata once he signs.  Faust, 
entranced by her innocent beauty, 
signs at once. Offering a toast to this 
vision of loveliness, he quickly drains 
the cup the Devil had offered him, and 
is transformed into a young and virile 
gentleman in the prime of life.  
Faust is overjoyed and the two end 
Act One with a stirring duet that 
reprises his earlier aria “A mois les 
plaisirs, les jeunes maitresses, a 
mois leur desires, a mois leur 
caresses…” (to me will flow the joys 
of young maidens). 

ACT TWO 
We’re in the village square.  It is 
Festival time and revelry abounds. 
The orchestra opens with the waltz 
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identified with this opera, then 
segues into joyous music that 
conveys a happy and lively 
atmosphere.  Four groups of the 
populace (menfolk, soldiers, young 
girls and middle-aged matrons) each 
sing their own distinctive melody, 
then Gounod merges them into a 
single joyous ensemble.   
A new character takes center stage,  
Valentin (baritone), Marguerite’s 
older brother.  He is going off to war, 
and sings “Avant de quitter ses 
lieus” (before leaving these 
surroundings) asking God to protect 
Marguerite in his absence.  Valentin 
asks who among the villagers will 
take care of Marguerite while he is 
away. Siebel, an innocent and naïve 
teenager steps forward. He is pining 
for the love of the young and equally 
innocent Marguerite. He is sung by a 
mezzo-soprano in a ‘trouser role’.  
Valentin’s friend, Wagner starts to 
sing a playful song about a fat lazy 
rat and a cat, when Mephistopheles 
appears and interrupts him.  He  
offers to sing one of his own.  It is 
his deeply sardonic aria “Le veux 
d’or” (the calf of gold).  The men 
thank him and invite him to join 
them in a drink. Mephistopheles 
agrees, but spits out his first sip, 
magically causing everyone’s cup to 
contain finer wine.    
Satan deliberately provokes Valentin 
by twice mentioning his sister’s 
name.  The angry Valentin draws his 
sword, but, magically, it is broken. 
The men realize that this stranger 
has evil powers and create the sign 
of the cross by holding their swords 

toward him upside down causing him 
to shrink back.    
As the Festival continues, Faust and 
Mephistopheles walk among the 
burghers. Faust demands to know 
where that beautiful girl is that he 
was promised. As the orchestra 
again plays the waltz named for this 
opera, we see Marguerite.  The devil 
blocks Siebel’s access while Faust 
approaches her and offers his arm.  
As a shy and properly brought up 
maiden, she primly demurs.  But she 
has noticed him as Act Two ends.       

ACT THREE   
We begin with the justly famous 
“Garden Scene,” one of my favorite 
scenes in all of opera. It is filled with 
gorgeous melodies, equally fitting 
lyrics and sentimental and/or 
dramatic settings. And, of course, 
young love. Gounod set it in 
Marguerite’s garden but in this 
production we must imagine a house 
and garden.   
Siebel comes to leave a bouquet of 
fresh flowers for his love singing the 
aria “Fates-lui mes aveux”, asking 
that they convey to Marguerite the 
message of his love. But as we saw 
in the previous scene, 
Mephistopheles had cast a spell over 
his hands and the flowers wilted at 
his touch.  He tries dipping his hands 
in holy water before picking new 
flowers, and this works.  The young 
man departs happily, singing 
“victoire” (victory).  Faust and 
Mephistopheles enter and the devil 
mockingly refers to Siebel as 
‘seducteur’.  Mephistopheles then 
exits to get a more thrilling gift than 
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mere flowers that Faust will use to 
woo Marguerite. 
Alone on stage, Faust sings his 
glorious aria ”Salut, demeure chaste 
and pure” (hail to thee, oh dwelling 
chaste and pure).  In my view, it’s 
an aria that can’t be topped for 
sheer beauty and elegance in its 
combination of words and music.   
Mephistopheles returns with a casket 
of jewels he places next to Siebel’s 
bouquet. He and Faust leave as 
Marguerite enters.  She commands 
center stage for the next ten minutes 
with a pair of arias that together form 
a glorious coloratura scena.   
First, she sings “Le Roi de Thule” 
(The King of Thule) which repeats an 
ancient legend about a king who so 
loved his wife he was loyal to her, 
even after her death.  In honor of 
her beauty, he had a cup of gold 
made, from which he would drink on 
special occasions.  Then, when he 
felt his own death approaching, he 
called once more for the cup, and 
with a ‘supreme effort’ raised the 
cup one last time, and peacefully 
died.  As she sings, she repeatedly 
speculates about the handsome 
gentleman she’d met at the fair.   
Marguerite notices the bouquet and 
realizes it had been left by Siebel 
whom she calls a “pauvre garcon” 
(poor boy). Spotting the casket she 
wonders if she dares open it. Being a 
teenaged girl, she promptly does, 
knowing full well it contains jewelry.   
Now we hear the magnificent soprano 
showcase aria known as the ‘Jewel 
Song’ in which she places some of 

the items on her wrists and ears and 
neck, looks at herself in the mirror 
and sings “Je ris” (I laugh). Could 
this be her? she asks and answers 
herself  “No. No. Ce n’est plus tois” 
(No, that’s not you..” it’s the face of a 
king’s daughter who is passing by).   
She dreams, as any teenager might, 
“Ah, s’il etait ainsi” (Ah, if he could 
see me now, looking so beautiful).  
Her aria ends in a soaring high note, 
with an increasing crescendo from 
the orchestra that invariably brings 
down the house with a long ovation.  
Having wrung as much emotion from 
the audience as could be expected at 
one sitting, Gounod now changes the 
aura on stage by introducing some 
humor.  The purpose, of course, is to 
let your emotions come down, so 
they can then be driven up to an 
even higher pitch and climax before 
the curtain ends the act.   
Faust and Mephistopheles re-appear 
and we meet middle-aged neighbor 
Marthe Schwertlein (mezzo-
soprano) who serves as a companion 
to look after Marguerite. Satan 
effectively diverts her attention while 
Faust woos Marguerite. First a little 
humor: he informs Marthe that her 
husband is dead, and sends his 
greetings. Her ‘grief’ is short-lived as 
she casts her eye on this stranger, 
who proceeds to charm her (with 
some snide asides about her 
readiness to marry even the devil).  
Faust steadily wears down Marguerite’s 
resistance in a series of mini-duets 
that are both enchanting and 
effective.  Finally, afraid of her own 
emotions, she begs him to leave. He 
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agrees, but only if she promises to 
let him return “demain” (tomorrow). 
We’ll soon see that one word takes 
on a special significance. 
She retreats to her virtual cottage 
while Mephistopheles, alone onstage, 
sings his marvelous aria to the 
“Nuit” (Night) asking its spirits and 
the flowers to conspire so as to 
enthrall Marguerite and cause her to 
submit to Faust’s seduction. Faust 
starts to leave but is stopped by 
Mephistopheles, who tells him he 
has much to learn about seduction.   
In a finale that never fails to bring 
me to tears, Marguerite sings, with 
flutes’ accompaniment “Il m’aime”  
(he loves me). In a glorious explosion 
of a young girl’s first love she sings 
that all is right with the world; she 
can hardly wait for tomorrow. She 
cries “Demain”, Faust rushes to her, 
she screams, and the lovers embrace. 
Act Three ends with Mephistopheles 
laughter at  his victory, gaining the 
soul of another innocent.  

ACT FOUR 
Months have passed and the 
euphoria we saw at the end of the 
last act ended has turned to dust.  
Marguerite is alone in her room and 
she is deeply depressed. Faust has 
abandoned her, and the baby he 
fathered. Now, everyone in the 
village shuns her.  Over and over she 
wails that Faust will never return to 
her.  All she has left are her baby, 
her one remaining friend Siebel, and 
her faith in God.    
Siebel enters and tries to console her.  
He is just a boy, he says, but he will 

act like a man and kill Faust.  “No” 
says Marguerite.  She still loves him.  
What can she do? She decides to go 
to church to seek forgiveness.    
Marguerite enters the Church to the 
sound of ecclesiastic organ music 
with heavy overtones of doom.  She 
has come to ask for forgiveness for 
her transgressions, but she is met 
by Mephistopheles who says she will 
have no more chances at forgiveness 
and is damned to reside in Hell. An 
unseen choir repeats  and emphasizes 
the message. Completely hopeless, 
she collapses as the curtain falls on 
a mood of even greater gloom. 
The mood changes abruptly in the 
third scene as Valentin and his army 
unit return from the war to sing the 
“Soldier’s Chorus” (often translated 
as “Glory and love to the men of 
old”). It never fails to excite. However, 
that up-beat ambience is quickly 
dispelled. The townspeople exit, 
leaving Valentin and Siebel alone.  
Valentin asks about his sister, but 
when Siebel can’t bring himself to 
tell him of Marguerite’s disgrace, he 
goes into his virtual house to 
ruminate. Siebel remains, fearing 
the worst for Marguerite.   
With the brother in the house, 
Mephistopheles returns with Faust, 
who insists on trying to reconcile them. 
So Satan sings a malevolent serenade 
to Marguerite, accompanying himself 
on a guitar, in which he cynically 
counsels someone named “Katherina” 
not to give in to any suitor’s advances 
until she gets that ring on her finger.  
The allusion is unmistakable, and 
Valentin rushes out to demand to be 
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told with whom he must fight to get 
satisfaction at this insult to his 
sister’s honor.  Mephistopheles tells 
Faust to concentrate on his thrusts 
while he will parry Valentin’s.    
The duel ends quickly, with Valentin 
mortally wounded. When the 
townspeople return, he thanks them 
for their concern, but says, as a 
soldier, he is not afraid of death. 
Marguerite arrives and attempts to 
comfort her dying brother, but he 
both rejects her and curses her: 
“Soit maudite”.   
The burghers, led by Siebel, implore 
Valentin to soften his dying wish, but 
he is adamant and repeats it. After a 
typical operatic aria lasting several 
minutes while the soloist succumbs, 
still singing at the top of his lungs, 
Valentin finally dies and the stage 
darkens under a pall of utter gloom.     

ACT FIVE   
This final scene is usually termed the 
‘prison scene’.  Marguerite has been 
driven insane from all the pressures 
she’s endured, and she has murdered 
her child. She has been sentenced to 
death for that act, and is awaiting 
execution in the morning.  
Faust and Mephistopheles enter and 
tell her they’ve come to rescue her, 
but she is completely bonkers.  She 
refuses to run away with them and 
instead fantasizes about her happier 
life when she and Faust were lovers.  
Mephistopheles impatiently presses 
the pair to hurry and escape before 
the dawn arrives, but she refuses 
and appeals to Heaven to save her. 
The heart of this scena is a series of 
three repetitions of a rousing musical 

passage, each at a higher pitch than the 
one before until she collapses, dead.  
Mephistopheles claims her soul as 
eternally damned.  The unseen choir 
of angels denies him, and proclaims 
her saved as we see her transported 
on high, to the sound of Gounod’s 
appropriate music.  
I hope you’ll take a moment to get 
your emotions back to an even keel as 
you rise to leave the Encore Theater. 
Perhaps this experience will make 
clear why the religious European 
audiences in the last half of the 19th 
century held “Faust” in such esteem. 
Although its message has become 
outdated,  it remains one of opera’s 
most performed works. -Steve 

Runtime 187 minutes • Recorded in 
Tokyo 1973 by NHK (Nippon Hoso 
Kyokai) for Lirica Italiana • DVD 

released 2007 by VAI (Video Artists 
International) ASIN:B000RW3YMM 

Riderwood Opera Theater  
presents both recorded and live performances about 
opera.   Live concerts are Purple Lady Productions; 
recordings are shown as Encore Opera. Residents are 
invited to join and work with Opera Theater’s members: 
Mike Beard, Paula Cook, Joe Davidson, Judith Dighe, 
Trudy Downs, Betty Dunkins, Sallie Holder, David 
Knutson, Sally Koenig, Joan Kugler, Gene Martin, Sally 
Porter, Steve Schwartz, Leah Solat, Mary Ann Stroker, 
Millie Trimble, and Ken Welliver.  
Encore Opera Notes is published weekly for 
the Riderwood Opera community. It is edited 
and printed by Gene Martin and distributed by 
Leah Solat, Mary Ann Stroker, and Judith Dighe 
to the cubbies of residents without email.
For a free subscription send your name and 
(cubby) address to Leah Solat, PV 409 or 
email:    genemartin36@gmail.com
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