
Manon Lescaut 
by Giacomo Puccini 

This was Puccini’s third opera, and the first to bring him to the 
attention of the opera world. It premiered in 1893, just days after Verdi’s final 
opera, Falstaff, had its debut. So it was that many referred to Puccini as the 
fitting successor to the man who had dominated Italian opera for the previous 
half-century. In ways the two operas were viewed as a pair, much as were 
Cavalleria Rusticana and Pagliacci. Although each was too long to share the 
same bill, opera houses often would schedule them for the same week. 
Probably the single most notable element of this work is that seven different 
persons contributed at different times to the final product that is the libretto 
for today’s opera. The last of them was the duo of Luigi Illica and Giuseppi 
Giacosa, who thereafter remained Puccini’s librettists through his most 
productive years. Their collaborative efforts included la Boheme (1896), Tosca 
(1900) and Madama Butterfly (1904).         
Today’s production stars Placido Domingo and Renata Scotto. It was conducted 
by James Levine and designed and directed by Gian Carlo Menotti.  Domingo is 
at his best as the poor but passionate tenor Chevalier Des Grieux who falls in 
love with the title role character. You’ll find him the epitome of that operatic 
cliché.  Mme. Scotto sings the role of Manon Lescaut; you’ll also recognize her 
perceptive characterization of the beautiful young woman who is torn between 
her passionate love for Des Grieux on the one hand (and he is young and 
handsome here), and living in the grand style on the other. In the end, it is 
that dichotomy that winds up destroying her chance for either. Pablo Elvira 
sings the role of Manon’s brother and Renato Capecchia is Manon’s sugar 
daddy Geronte.  Both baritones give excellent performances in their respective 
supporting roles in today’s opera. 
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THE PLOT 
The story is taken from a novel written by Abbe Prevost. An earlier opera by 
Jules Massenet based on the same novel had premiered not ten years before 
and had received much praise. Therefore Puccini and his librettists all had to 
strive to frame their work to avoid any accusations of copying Massenet’s 
Manon. The result is the most complex plot among Puccini’s major operas.  The 
action in each of its four acts takes place in a different city. Act One is in the 
French city of Amiens.  Act Two takes place in Paris. Act Three is set in the 
French port of Le Havre. Act Four takes place on a desolate plain near New 
Orleans, Louisiana.  [Yes, I said Louisiana!]    

The inter-actions and motivations of the principal players do not follow the 
conventional lines of other operas. Rather than a simple boy-meets-girl 
romance, we have a complex situation where a rich government minister uses 
his wealth and power to gain dominance over a beautiful young woman [not a 
courtesan, but one who chooses materialism over love, then regrets it].  And 
when she leaves her sugar daddy for love, he has her jailed for prostitution 
then deported.  Finally, she and her true love wind up dying on a deserted 
plain in America.  [Not exactly your usual love story.]   

ACT ONE - A Public Square in Amiens 

The curtain opens on male students playing cards and flirting with the girls, as 
they all sing of the pleasures of youth.  Then Des Grieux enters.  A fellow 
student, Edmondo, asks him why he seems so lethargic -- is he in love?   He 
denies it, but starts to flirt, along with the other young men. A coach arrives, 
and three people alight: Lescaut, a soldier in the King’s Guard; his sister 
Manon, whose beauty is immediately commented on by all the men; and an 
elderly -and rich- government minister named  Geronte. 

Des Grieux is not blind.  He’s also a tenor, and this is opera.  So, of course he 
immediately starts to hit on the stunning young lady who just appeared. He 
starts with a remarkably banal bit of repartee: ‘What’s a nice girl like you doing 
here?”  She says that she is en route to enter a convent.  So, he tries flattery: 
“A gorgeous babe like you would be wasted as a nun.”  She still doesn’t bite.  
Then, he tries yet another tried-and-true pick-up line: ‘Why don’t you meet me 
later, so we can talk about life and other stuff?’ Now Manon says: 
‘Okay.’ [Puccini lets us know right off that she’s not exactly nun material.]   

Her brother confirms to Geronte that Manon is about to take the veil. The older 
man has also taken a shine to her, though with a different agenda.  He invites 
Lescaut to join him for dinner – “and bring your sister”.  Lescaut recognizes the 
smell of real money, so he quickly accepts the older man’s invitation.   
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We in the audience know that Geronte’s interest in Manon is not based on 
fatherly instincts toward this beautiful and apparently chaste teen-aged girl.  
So we’re not surprised when we see Geronte furtively tell the innkeeper to 
bring a carriage and a team of fast horses to the side door in an hour, and to 
have the coachman ready to hot-foot it out of there pronto.  [He makes it plain 
that he means to kidnap Manon before she can be taken to a nunnery.]  “You 
got it,” says the innkeeper, as he pockets his tip from the older man. 

Since Edmondo is a friend of Des Grieux, he warns him that Manon is in 
danger. How? asks Des Grieux. Edmondo tells him of the old man’s intentions, 
and Des Grieux (being an honorable man as well as a passionate tenor) 
decides that he’ll beat the old letch to the punch.  

Des Grieux presses Manon to flee with him at once, and she assents. As we 
had already guessed, she really didn’t want to be a nun.  She was acceding to 
her parents’ wishes and her brother was accompanying her on the journey.  
The two young people quickly depart in the carriage Geronte had ordered.   

Geronte comes down, ready to kidnap Manon in that carriage, and finds that 
his bird has flown the coop. He is quite put out and ready to pursue them, but 
is deterred by Lescaut, “You’ll never catch them,” he says.  “But you have no 
need to worry; students like Des Grieux have no money.”    

“Besides,” he adds “I know my sister, she’ll soon get tired of a life of poverty 
with Des Grieux, and will be looking for greener pastures with a man of means 
such as you, who can offer her the life of luxury she really craves.”  

ACT TWO - Geronte’s Mansion in Paris 

As the curtain rises, it’s some months later.  We are in Manon’s elegantly (and 
expensively) furnished bedroom in Geronte’s mansion, where Manon has been 
living as the old man’s live-in girl friend.  As Lescaut predicted, it had not 
taken long for Manon to tire of the life of poverty that Des Grieux offered.  
Instead she had opted to live in the lap of luxury, relying on the largesse 
provided by the wealthy Geronte.    

Lescaut (who has been living here too) appears and congratulates himself on 
having helped to engineer his and Manon’s new and lavish lifestyle.  But she is 
a young and passionate girl, not yet a mature woman, and has found that 
while jewelry is nice to wear, it gives off no heat.  She longs for the passion 
that Des Grieux offered.  Lescaut replies that she can have the best of both 
worlds if she is just patient.  He has mentored Des Grieux into becoming a 
successful gambler.  ‘Once Des Grieux has amassed a fortune of his own’, he 
tells his sister, ‘he will be able to give you both sex and high living’.   
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A group of singers appears and provides some pedestrian entertainment, at 
the conclusion of which Lescaut withholds paying them for their efforts.  Then 
some wealthy friends of Geronte appear.  Several ply Manon with fancy gifts, 
which she gladly accepts. Then she suffers through a dancing lesson, 
accompanied by music that Geronte had composed himself. Of course it’s lousy 
music, but who is going to tell that to the great man? 

Watch the expressions on Scotto’s face as she goes through these motions, 
letting us know that she hates every minute of it, but accepts it as the price 
she must pay to maintain her life style with a man Geronte’s age. 

Lescaut realizes that Manon is bored with this passionless life, and that she is 
growing more depressed daily.  He decides that she needs Des Grieux.   So he 
arranges to bring her young lover back into her life, hoping to have Manon 
juggle her attentions between the two men.   

When Des Grieux arrives, it’s anything but a happy reunion at first.  He is 
justifiably filled with anger towards Manon for having deserted him.  But she 
pleads to be taken back, and with two such young and ardent lovers, it does 
not take long for nature to takes over.  In a matter of minutes, the two are 
back in each other’s arms and clinching on the bed.   It’s at this point that 
Geronte returns.  Of course, he is furious.  He demands that Des Grieux leave 
his house at once.  When Des Grieux refuses and Mnon backs him up, Geronte 
leaves.  But he promises to be back real soon. [And we know he means it.] 

Manon and Des Grieux realize they’re in deep doo-doo.   They decide that she 
must get away from this house – and at once, before Geronte returns – no 
doubt with reinforcements.  But Manon’s immaturity and materialism take over.    

She has grown too fond of all those goodies, and wastes valuable time picking 
up some of the jewels and other expensive do-dads Geronte had given her, 
bundling them up in her cloak.  Vainly, Des Grieux urges speed.  ‘You’ve 
gathered enough goodies.  Let’s go while we still can.’  But she can’t stop.  She 
compulsively gathers more and more jewels to take with her.   

Even when her brother rushes in and warns that Geronte has been spotted 
down the street, accompanied with a number of armed men, she continues to 
gather more jewels. She knows they have only a few minutes before Geronte 
arrives, but she cannot bear to leave any of those baubles behind.  As a result, 
she and Des Grieux are trapped when Geronte and his security forces arrive 
and bar the exits.  Of course, she is arrested.  And Lescaut wisely prevents 
Des Grieux from intervening, noting that if he also is arrested, there will be no 
one to help Manon. 
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ACT THREE  -  Dockside in Le Havre 

As the curtain rises, we hear a heavy-hearted orchestral movement that lets us 
know that we are in for some really tough-to-take events. This was the first 
instance where the opera world could experience Puccini’s unmatched ability to 
convey pathos and leave the audience with a sense of gloom and doom.  
Although he was to create numerous memorable heroines whose lives ended 
sadly [Mimi, Cio-Cio San, Tosca and Liu] it was not until thirty years later that 
he achieved the same measure of success in his last opera, Turandot. 

Months have passed since Manon’s arrest and conviction for the attempted 
theft of the jewels, and for good measure, for prostitution which carries a 
sentence of deportation to America. [Geronte is not a man to be trifled with.]  

We’re at dockside in Le Havre, where Manon is waiting to be placed aboard a 
ship -- along with other convicted prostitutes and social undesirables – and 
transported to America.  Des Grieux has accompanied Manon’s brother to be 
there for her scheduled departure.  Des Grieux is beside himself with grief and 
his sense of impotence.  [I believe it is his emotions, more than Manon’s, that 
Puccini meant to portray in his evocative musical introduction.]   

In the interim, Lescaut has not been idle.  He has bribed a guard to arrange for 
Manon to escape, but the plan is thwarted.   When it becomes clear that 
Manon is not going to get away, De Grieux, being a tenor, decides that he 
cannot live without her, and persuades the ship’ captain to allow him to board 
as well, so he can accompany Manon to America.   

ACT FOUR - Louisiana, Not Yet U.S.A. 
Manon and Des Grieux have arrived in New Orleans, still a French colony.  Des 
Grieux got into a scrape and thinks he may even have killed the son of the 
local governor.  So the couple are fugitives and on a perilous trek on foot, 
hoping to reach a British colony that they think is somewhere in the direction 
they are going.  [They had no GPS in those days.]  

Of course, they have managed to get thoroughly lost, and we see them 
dragging themselves across a barren wasteland.  It is clear they have just 
about reached the end of their strength with Manon the worse off.  She tells 
Des Grieux she cannot go on without water, and begs him to try to find some.  
He leaves on that impossible errand.  She waits, contemplating her lot and 
sings her great aria “Sola – perduta - abbandonata   (Alone… forsaken… 
abandoned) bewailing her fate. 

When Des Grieux returns, empty-handed, the two know that no hope is left. 
She dies first.  After a brief farewell aria, Des Grieux dies.    
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SOME FINAL WORDS ABOUT THIS OPERA 
As noted, this was the third opera composed by the young Puccini. While he 
was on a fast-track learning curve, finding the full scope of his talent was still a 
work in progress.  This opera’s early acclaim arose in part from the recognition 
by the world of Italian opera that Verdi had finally written his last oeuvre and a 
new man was needed to carry the torch forward. Still, there was considerable 
merit in the work, and clearly it held great promise that that more 
accomplished operatic works should be expected. 
Manon Lescaut has the major attributes that were to leap out in full flower in 
Puccini’s next three operas, La Boheme, Madama Butterfly and Tosca.   But, he 
wasn’t there yet, and this work was unable to overcome some of its inherent 
flaws.  In addition to his problems in finding a suitable librettist, the work had 
the added handicap of a disjointed and hard-to-follow plot with long breaks in 
the action, where the listener had to fill in the blanks.       
But Puccini’s special harmonies, as well as his unique gift for writing music that 
invariably evokes your empathy, already shone through.  In short, if you were 
to grade his next three operas as works meriting an ‘A’ or ‘A-‘ (as I do) then 
this merits a mark of ‘B’ or a ‘B-‘.  It provides us with a way of getting in touch 
with our innermost emotions and that is the measure I use to evaluate opera.   
I hope you agree.  And I hope you had a couple of hours of pleasure, 
especially knowing that you have just experienced the birth of a new maestro 
in the genre beloved by operaphiles. 

NEXT WEEK 
On July 27, we present the first of two Masked Ball’s with which to contrast two 
of Luciano Pavarotti’s performances at the Metropolitan, first in 1980 with 
Patanè conducting.  On August 10, we’ll see him 11 years later with Levine.
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