
 
A NEW LOOK FOR 

OPERA NOTES 
BY GENE MARTIN 

“Encore Opera” is a new format 
for Steve’s “Opera Notes.”   
When Steve began producing 
weekly programs of recorded opera it 
was then THE Riderwood Opera Theater, 
all of the “drama set to music” that was 
to be found here.  And his Notes 
described what you could expect every 
week. 
Now we have two recently added sources 
of operatic concerts at Riderwood that 
even feature live artists: “Bella Vocce” 
and “Live Opera Highlights.”  So there is 
more to report.  This format is one step, 
with more to take, toward producing a 
newsletter for our wider opera theater. 
So what do you think?  Your comments 
and suggestions are most welcome. 

NEXT WEEK 
I announced that our next Encore Opera 
on January 11 would be La Traviata with 
Anna Moffo.  Instead we will present the 
recording with Teresa Stratas, Plácido 
Domingo, and Cornell Macneil that was 
Zeffirrelli’s first opera film.  Ms Stratas’ 
acting is as “riviting” as her singing.  This 
is a “Do Not Miss” performance. 

FEBRUARY CONCERTS 
Next month Bella Vocce will produce its 
next concert and we’re likely to have 
another Live Opera Highlights program 
as well; more information next week. 
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ENCORE           OPERA 
         FOUNDED BY STEVE SCHWARTZ

This Week’s Program 

DONIZETTI’S LA FILLE 
DU RÉGIMENT 
BY STEVE SCHWARTZ 

Don’t be misled by the title.  Although 
this opera is about an army unit, there’s 
no violence or shooting.  It’s an opera 
buffa, a light-hearted bit of fluff with a 
boy-meets-girl, boy-loses-girl, boy-wins-
girl motif much like a Gilbert & Sullivan 
operetta.  There’s no tension about the 
outcome, just the tale of how the lovers 
overcome the roadblocks to true love. 

When this opera premiered in 1840, the 
genre known as ‘bel canto’, (beautiful 

singing), was at its peak. It’s audiences 
heard sopranos’ arias filled with 

coloratura riffs and tenors able to hit 
high “C” as well as sing sweetly.  

A successful presentation of this frothy 
piece of fluff must have more than two 
first-rate opera voices in the lead roles.  
Those singers require an onstage 
presence with a flair for comic acting.  
Today’s production has a pair of opera 
stars who more than meet that standard: 
the French diva Natalie Dessay and the 
Peruvian tenor Juan Diego Florez. 

When this was recorded, Ms. Dessay was 
already in the top tier of coloratura 
sopranos.  Her reputation grew even 
more after this bravura performance. 

————- 
Runtime: 132 minutes • Filmed at the Royal 

Opera House in 2007 • DVD released 2008 by 
Virgin Classics • MPAA not rated • ASIN: 

B0013V33DG 

For January 4, 2019 



This role is a match for Ms Dessay’s 
marvelous vocal instrument, and her 
singing technique as well as her comic 
acting.  For his part, Mr. Florez hits no 
less than nine high “C”s in his hit number 
“Mes Amis”! 

The staging for this production premiered 
in 2007 in London’s Royal Opera House 
where this recording was made. The 
opera crossed the Atlantic to the Met in 
New York the next year. (Some of us old-
timers may recall taking a Riderwood bus 
in 2008 to see the Met’s HD simulcast 
with the same leads.  We have that same 
opportunity today, at no cost, and 
without the extra time and inconvenience 
of leaving Riderwood!!! 

PRIMARY CAST 
Marie:  Natalie Dessay 
Tonio:  Juan Diego Florez 
La Marquise de Berkenfeld:  Felicity Palmer 
Sulpice Pingot:  Alessandro Corbelli 
Hortensius:  Donald  Maxwell 
La Duchesse de Crackentorp:  Dawn French 

Bruno Campanetta conducts the Royal 
Opera House Orchestra 

The Royal Opera House Chorus is 
directed by Renato Balsadonna 

ACT ONE: An army encampment in 
the mountains 

The plot is as silly as one would expect of 
a comic opera.  War has come to this 
area in the Tyrol and the Marquise de 
Berkenfield (mezzo), accompanied by 
her faithful aide, Hortensius (baritone) 
must leave her estate for now.  Then we 
meet a regiment of French Grenadiers, 
all of whom are good guys.  Their foes 
are the bad guys; we never meet them.  
Finally we meet our heroine, Marie 
(soprano).  

Marie had been found as an abandoned  
infant on the battlefield and has since 
been raised by the entire regiment, all 
acting as her ‘Daddies’.  Since she is their 
joint pet, the regiment decreed that 
when Marie came of age, she could 
marry whomever she chose, provided he 
was one of the regiment.  Therein lies a 
problem. 
In most productions of this opera, the 
costuming for Marie is a version of the 
colorful red and blue uniform of a French 
Grenadier. She carries a drum she beats 
to accompany the men as they sing their 
regimental songs. Our Marie wears army-
issued breeches and a gray undershirt. 
She is the regiment’s Jill-of-all-trades 
and just now she is their washer-woman, 
singing that she loves her life as she 
irons and folds their underwear. 
Once alone with the regiment’s Master 
Sergeant, Sulpice (baritone), she tells 
him that she was recently rescued from 
certain death by an unnamed man with 
whom (this being opera) she is madly in 
love.  Sulpice is not pleased, reminding 
her that she must marry a Grenadier,  
The soldiers bring in a young man they 
caught hanging around the encampment 
whom they believe to be an enemy spy.  
It is, of course, her new-found beloved 
Tonio (tenor).   
Marie is crest-fallen but Tonio proves to 
be resourceful. He solves the problem by 
enlisting in the regiment, thereby 
becoming eligible to marry her. Wait, 
complications arise!  
First, the Marquise de Berkenfield and 
Hortensius return.  She is played by a 
doyen from the past, Felicity Palmer, a 
leading lady in her hey-day.  Even now, 
you see her dignity and hear that her 
voice is as strong as ever.    
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The Marquise says she wishes to reclaim 
her ancestral estate, and requests a 
safe-conduct pass from the highest-
ranking army officer present.  Here, that 
man is Sulpice, only a Master Sergeant, 
although she calls him ‘Captain’.  He 
recalls hearing the name Berkenfield. 

That name appeared on a paper found 
with the infant Marie when the regiment 
first adopted her.   Sulpice produces the 
paper for the Marquise, who declares it 
authentic and identifies the girl, Marie, as 
the illegitimate daughter of her long-lost 
‘niece’. (But her manner tells us that that 
is not the complete truth.) 

She insists that Marie, as scion of her 
noble family, must accompany her to her 
estate and be brought up properly as an 
aristocrat.  Since the pass must be 
granted, the Grenadiers grieve that they 
must part with their beloved Marie.  The 
lover’s new problem is that since Tonio is 
now a soldier, he must stay with his 
regiment.  His enlistment has back-fired.  
The lovers must part.  

ACT TWO: The Birkenfield palace  

After returning home with Marie, the 
Marquise has been trying her best to 
train Marie in the ways of a noblewoman, 
but it’s a losing battle. Wearing fancy 
clothes and learning how to dance and 
conduct herself with lady-like deportment 
are foreign to her.  All Marie has ever 
known has been the army life, and she 
misses it and her former ‘Daddies’.  It’s a 
formula for a host of comic shticks, and 
Ms. Dessay milks the situation to a fair-
thee-well. 

The Marquise has decreed Marie must 
marry the heir to the Duchess of 
Crakentorp, and invited Sulpice to be 
Marie’s companion to ease her transition.  

They conspire to deviate from her 
prescribed lessons in how to be a lady.  
So, when the Marquise gives Marie a 
singing lesson, she and Sulpice insert 
some verses from the regimental songs 
that we heard in the first act.  Despite 
this relief, Marie is saddened by the 
emptiness of her new life.   

For Marie, money and social position are 
not adequate substitutes for love and 
companionship (and Tonio). Then the 
entire regiment arrives and troops into 
the hall.  Her old companions want to 
save her from a loveless marriage, and 
Tonio plans to marry her instead.   

The Marquise will have none of it.  She 
wants the family fortunes renewed, and 
sees Marie’s marriage into a well-settled 
aristocratic family as her ticket.  The 
Marquise orders the men to leave, and 
they comply.  A miserable Marie retires 
to her room, leaving the Marquise alone 
with Sulpice and Tonio.   

Having lost his lady-love, Tonio feels free 
to tell an old rumor about the Berkenfield 
family and the fact that there was no 
missing ‘sister.’  He knows who was the 
mother of that abandoned child.  When 
he leaves, the Marquise tearfully admits 
to Sulpice that Marie is her daughter, 
abandoned in infancy because she feared 
the disgrace of being an unwed mother.   
Hortensius announces the wedding party.  
As they file in, some residents may find it 
hard not to smile, for they look much like 
many of us filing in to dinner except they 
don’t have walkers.  
When it’s time for the wedding to begin, 
Marie refuses to leave her room.  Only 
after Sulpice tells her the Marquise is her 
mother, does Marie decide not to deny 
her mother’s wishes and agrees to marry 
a man she does not love.   
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Just when it seems true love will be 
thwarted, the soldiers return, and                                   
all of them are armed!  Tonio is mounted 
on a ridiculous excuse for a tank.  Marie 
has lived with them all her life, and they 
will not stand by to see her enter into a 
loveless marriage.  

Under the circumstances, the Marquise 
wisely knows when to take yes for an 
answer.   

She recognizes the innate goodness of 
her daughter and ‘allows’ Marie to marry 
Tonio, even though he is a commoner. 
The cur ta in fa l l s on a scene o f 
unrestrained happiness, with everyone 
singing patriotic songs - in French, of 
course.   

And we leave the Encore Theater with a 
smile on our faces, glad we have no need 
for a handkerchief this time. 
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O P E R A  AT  R I D E RWO O D  

Steve Schwartz GV 416 
Paula Cook KC 211 

Gene Martin KC T12

YOUR OPERA NOTES… 
For This Friday 

1:00 PM at Encore Theater 


