
ENCORE OPERA NOTES
THIS WEEK

When I wrote the “Next 
Week in Encore” blurb for 
The Pearl Fishers last week, I 
wanted to encourage you to 
come see it.  In that space I 
could only think to say it is 
the MetOpera’s “WOW” 
Production. The NYTimes 
reviewer hailed the revival of 
what some unkindly call 
Bizet’s other opera, impressed 
by the fashion and wealth on 
display for that gala evening 
as well as the quality of the 
performance and production. 

Sure, I find great pleasure in 
the artistry but I was WOWed 
by Director Penny Woolcock’s 
use of technology to enhance 
this opera. Amazon’s review of 
the BD says, “Woolcock’s 
concept brought the 
production up to date, with 
photographic and video 
references to the 2004 
tsunami, and offered a superb 
‘aquatic’ spectacle during the 
overture: the whole stage 
appeared to be beneath the 
Indian Ocean and acrobatic 
divers ‘swam’ down from the 
surface…” That’s what got me. 

I like technology for what it 
inherently can say about 
human ingenuity. The greater 
treat for me, however, is when 
technology enhances our 
capacity for creative 
expression and reception. 
Penny gave us a Pearl. 

- Gene

Founder Steve Schwartz

Next Week In Encore 
August 13 La Cenerentola  

also known as Cinderella 
by Gioacchimo Rossini 

NO MASKS REQUIRED

Program for Friday, August 6, 1 PM 

Pearl Fishers 
(Georges) Alexandre César Léopold Bizet 

English Subtitles • 120 Minutes 
————- 

Notes Prepared by Steve Schwartz  
Georges Bizet was not yet 25 years old when 
this opera premiered in Paris in October of 
1863. He’d previously had some minor 
successes, but this was his first work to gain 
recognition for his great gifts for harmonies 
and orchestration. At first, even this opera did 
not gain the attention it deserved. After its 
opening run, it was not mounted again until 
Carmen premiered in 1875 and its popularity 
caused this opera to be revived.  
Most commentators agree this lukewarm 
reception was due to it presenting too little 
conflict, a necessary ingredient for arousing 
any audience. Worse yet, the conflict we see 
is founded on relived memories from when 
each pined for the same lady twenty years 
before.  That’s hardly the recipe for a drama. 
[Penny Woolcock’s production is credited with 
making the 2016 revival a major success.  
With loving detail she makes the environment 
a virtual character in the story. From the first 
note, the overture is visualized with divers 

[Continued on Page 2]



Page  of 2 4

underwater seeking the sea’s bottom.  
The scale depicts the depths to which 
they must swim, portraying the 
difficulty and danger of pearl diving.   
The 2004 tsunami in the Indian 
Ocean that swept hundreds of 
thousands of people to their deaths 
provides a horrendous image of the 
storm in the opera.  Even the 
reflections of light in water, the 
storm clouds moving in the sky, and 
the wet sand-like morphing of the 
drenched village into a paper-
inundated office increase awareness 
of how and where these people live 
and thus, what is important to them.   
One role of this “character” is to help 
us empathize with the villagers’ 
deep-seated and unshakeable belief 
that the sea, the essential source of 
their livelihood yet also immensely 
dangerous, is placated only by divine 
intervention, and requires relentless 
caution with faithful obedience to 
ritual.  Thus, any disobedience to 
that ritual must be punished by death 
“… no pity, no mercy,” they sing. 

 - Gene] 
ACT ONE 

The action takes place in the recent 
past on the island of Sri Lanka. For 
Bizet, it was an exotic locale offering a 
setting for music depicting some of the 
area’s Brahmin rituals and traditions 
that differ from Western culture.   
We meet a group of villagers who 
make their living fishing for pearls on 
the sea bottom.  As with all people 
who rely on the unpredictable and 
often dangerous sea for their 
livelihood, they are deeply religious 
to the point of superstition, and 

much of the action we see revolves 
around those elements.    
The community has just elected 
Zurga to be their new leader when 
he encounters Nadir who has 
recently returned to the village of his 
youth. They greet each other warmly 
and recall how twenty years before, 
they had been inseparable friends 
until their bond had been threatened 
when they each fell in love with a 
mysterious Brahmin priestess. 
The priestess’ beauty and lovely 
voice had entranced them both.  To 
resist further temptation, the men 
swore to avoid future contact with 
her although, in their heart of 
hearts, neither was able to forget 
her.  They sing what is unarguably 
the most famous musical number in 
the opera “Au fond du temple saint” 
(From the depths of the sacred 
temple).  If you are unfamiliar with 
it, you’ll understand the reason for 
its fame once you hear it.  It is one 
of the most glorious tenor-baritone 
duets in the entire repertory.  
A boat arrives carrying the veiled 
priestess who is to conduct a prayer 
service for the safety for the divers 
that is traditional at the start of their 
pearl-fishing season. This being 
opera, we can guess it is the same 
lady they loved before, but the two 
will only come to this realization 
later, and not at the same time.      
Nadir is first to recognize her, as she 
him, but each remains silent.  Zurga  
does not recognize her when he 
announces that as the newly elected 
leader of the community, he will take 
Leyla to the place where the sacred 
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ceremony is to be held, and will join 
in the subsequent proceedings.   
While that is happening, Nadir 
watches and fantasizes about Leyla, 
particularly his long-ago reactions to 
the sound of her voice and how 
deeply it had affected him.  He sings 
his great solo tenor aria “Je crois 
entendre encore” (I think I hear her 
voice again) which in my opinion 
rivals his earlier duet with Zurga for 
sheer beauty.  Meanwhile, we see 
the high priest Nourabad lead Leyla 
to the shore to begin the night-long 
vigil required by the ceremony.   

ACT TWO 
Leyla has steadfastly remained at 
her post for hours.  As night falls, 
Nourabad reassures her saying she 
will be safe, guards will be nearby.  
She replies that she’s not afraid and 
tells how, long ago, she once protected 
and refused to betray an unknown 
escaped fugitive.  Grateful, he gave her 
a pearl necklace which she treasures 
and wears at all times.  Alone, unable 
to sleep, she thinks of him.   
She hears Nadir’s voice as he 
searches for her.  Once they see each 
other, their old attraction is renewed, 
and they sing a glorious duet 
declaring their love.   
A storm threatens. Does its ferocity 
suggest this is Brahma’s anger? 
Knowing that the others would never 
approve their love, which would be a 
violation of her duties as a priestess, 
she sends him away, promising that 
she will see him the next day.   Then 
Nourabad arrives with a search party 
that is looking for a stranger who 

has been spotted in the area.  A 
group of villagers enter, dragging 
along a prisoner, who is none other 
than Nadir.   
You may remember Norma written 
by Bellini a half-century before 
today’s opera and recognize the 
parallels between the two stories.  
That opera also has a love triangle in 
which a priestess (in that case, the 
Druids) violates her vows, defiles the 
sacred temple by falling in love with 
an outsider, and is condemned to die 
in an auto-da-fe.  In “Norma” the 
priestess dies with her Roman lover.   
Today’s opera follows the same basic 
outline, but has a different ending. 
Learning that Priestess and Nadir 
met secretly, Nourabad and the 
community demand they both be 
executed for having defiled the 
sacred temple, and in the woman’s 
case, her vows as priestess as well.  
However, Zurga intervenes to 
prevent Nadir’s execution and 
announces he alone will make that 
decision. 
However, as soon as he recognizes 
that it is Leyla, without her veil, he 
becomes furious with Nadir for 
breaking their vow to not seek her and 
reverses his decision. 
ACT THREE 
Later the same night, after the storm, 
Zurga is reconsidering his hasty 
jealousy-driven action.  Filled with a 
mixture of compassion and guilt, he 
decides to be forgiving.   Not knowing 
this decision, Leila comes to plead for 
Nadir’s life and reveals that she loves 
Nadir.  Thus betrayed by her and as 



Page  of 4 4

Recorded for The Met Live in HD, 
broadcast 1/2016 • DVD released 2016 

by Warner Classics • ASIN: B01MXE4EVV

well as Nadir, Zurga is again furious 
and jealous and refuses to relent.    
Facing her imminent death, Leyla gives 
her necklace to a friend to pass on to 
her mother.  Zurga recognizes the 
necklace.  Of course, it is the one he 
gave to an unknown girl who saved his 
life long ago.  He puts two and two 
together; his reaction to this revelation 
determines how our story ends. 
Later that night, everyone is waiting 
for dawn so they can begin their 
orgiastic celebration of the coming 
human sacrifice.  Nadir appears, 
looking for Leyla.  The would-be 
lovers join in song to express their 
readiness to welcome death 
together.  The villagers see a red 
glow in the east and think it’s the 
rising sun. 
But Zurga enters and tells them the 
light is from the village, which he set 
on fire as a diversion.  He tells 
everyone to rush to try to save their 
homes.  Then, he displays the 
necklace which explains his action 
and urges Leyla and Nadir to flee.   
As the lovers leave and the opera 
ends, Zurga remains alone, awaiting 
his fate, for now it is he who has 
betrayed his people.  

OPERA NOTES FOR : 
Friday at 1:00 PM at Encore Theater 

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 and Mary Ann 
Stroker to cubbies of residents without email.
For a free subscription send your name and 
(cubby) address to Paula Cook, KC 211 or 

CAST 
  Nadir (tenor): Matthew Polenzani 
  Leyla (soprano): Diana Damrau   
 Zurga (baritone): Mariusz Kwiecien 
  Nourabad (bass): Nicholas Testé  

Production by Penny Woolcock 
Gianandrea Noseda conducts the 

Metropolitan Opera Orchestra and Chorus 
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