
ENCORE OPERA NOTES
THIS WEEK

THE VOCAL CAST 

Eugene Onegin, baritone 
Moriusz Kwiecien; An 

aristocratic playboy 
Tatyana Larina, soprano 
TatianaMonocarova; A 

teenaged girl 
Olga Larina, mezzo 

Margarita Mamsarova; 
Tatyana’s sister 

Vladimir Lensky, tenor 
Andrey Dunaev; A poet 

and Olga’s fiance 
Prince Gremin, basso 
Anatolij Kotscherga; 
Tatyana’s husband in 

Act III 
Madama Larina, mezzo; 

Makvala Kasrashvili 
mother of the two 

Larina sisters.  
Emma Sarkasyan, 

mezzo; Young Tatyana’s 
nursemaid 

Zaretski, Valery 
Gilmanov 

Founder Steve Schwartz

Next Week In Encore 
Nov. 12 BARBER OF 

SEVILLE 

MASKS REQUIRED

Program for Friday,  Nov 5,  1 PM 

Eugene Onegin 
PYOTR ILYICH TCHAIKOVSKY 

English Subtitles • 150 Minutes 
————- 

NOTES by STEVE SCHWARTZ 
Over the thirteen years that I have been 
presenting operas here at Riderwood, I have 
shown this opera many times in one of three 
versions. While some details varied, they all 
followed the same basic plot. Here is how I 
could introduce any one of them:   
This opera premiered in 1879, and is by far 
the most popular of Tchaikovsky’s ten 
operas. The story is based on a popular 
poem by one of Russia’s greatest writers, 
Alexander Pushkin, and has everything an 
opera requires: a tragic tale of unrequited 
love, a conflict of societal mores, and a self-
centered playboy who rejects an earnest 
young maiden’s love and breaks her heart.  
It is also a character study; she matures into 
a lady of stature while he remains 
unchanged.  By the final curtain, he has 
gained some insight, but it comes too late 
and at great cost.  
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This performance, a fourth version 
and one that is new to Encore Opera, 
was recorded from the stage of 
Opera National de Paris in 2008. This 
staging was first produced in Russia, 
and the Bolshoi Theater chose the 
venue where this performance was 
given its initial showing to the 
outside world. Director Dmitri 
Tcherniakov was intent on breaking 
the 60 year old mold established by 
the Bolshoi in 1944. To be honest, in 
my view, the changes inserted in his 
version by Covent Garden fail to 
result in a superior experience for the 
viewer.  But this, the Bolshoi’s most 
recent production of Onegin, has 
other attributes and I present it for 
your enjoyment. 

ACT ONE 
The locale is a country estate in early 
1800’s Russia. We’re in the large 
central room of the house where 
important gatherings are typically 
held.  An extended family gathering 
is now in progress, with everyone 
seated at a long table that stretches 
across the proscenium stage.  They 
number about twenty or so, with the 
host Larin family seated to the right.  
Numerous quiet  conversations take 
place among many of the players, 
while our Director has us 
concentrating on just a few to 
acquaint us with key players in our 
drama.   
Tatiana Larin, age sixteen, is the 
younger of two sisters in the 
fatherless Larin household.  She’s an 
introspective teenager who has led a 

quiet life where books are her main 
companion -  books and daydreams.   
Olga Larin is her older sister. She 
lets us know early on that unlike 
Tatania, she is happy with her life 
and has grown into a more outgoing 
and more satisfied persona.  She is 
happy with her life, not the least 
because she has grown up with a 
boy from a nearby farm to whom 
she is already engaged.  
Madame Larin is their mother and 
head of the family in this fatherless 
household.   
And finally, there is an nameless 
widow lady, whom I will call Nanny, 
who  is treated as one of the family. 
She has been with them forever, 
helping bring up the girls and acting 
as Mama’s companion and 
confidant.As we come upon them, 
they are in the midst of a large 
family get-together, all of them 
seated at a long table that runs clear 
across the proscenium stage, with 
numerous quiet conversations going 
on. It’s an altogether pleasant 
picture. 
Their quiet conversations are 
interrupted when they notice that 
two men are approaching the house. 
They identify one as Vladimir 
Lensky.  He’s the young man from 
the neighboring farm who has been 
Olga’s constant companion all thru 
their childhood, and to whom she is 
now engaged.  The. diners wonder 
who the other man might be. When 
the two men arrive, Lensky enters 
first and goes directly to Olga. The 
two have a couple of perfunctory 
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kisses, after which he introduces 
his companion as his dear friend 
Eugene Onegin.  He is welcomed 
amiably by one and all, but the 
Director of this show has taken care 
to highlight the manner in which 
Tatiana has greeted the newcomer.   
There is nothing overtly obvious, 
but the audience must notice 
Tatiana’s silent reaction, which is 
not unlike how a 20th century 
teenager might have reacted when 
introduced to Frank Sinatra. She is 
silent, as is her wont, but it’s clear 
she is smitten.   
In the remainder of the scene, as 
family and guests are talking 
together, it becomes clear those 
two have quietly made more than 
eye contact as they were speaking 
to each other.  This is important, for 
we have already come to realize 
that he is an experienced man with 
the ladies, while she is thunder-
struck that this gorgeous hunk has 
suddenly come into her quiet (and 
until now) lonely life.   
Moreover, during this period, 
Lensky sings a sensitive love poem 
of exquisite beauty befitting his 
ambition to become a professional 
poet. 
And when everyone has left the 
room, she has stayed behind, Then 
we see her climb onto the table and 
emit excited sounds that bespeak 
of some of her new-found 
emotions.  It’s a sort of coming out 
of some of her innermost feelings 
as she encounters the first pangs of 
young love.  No one of the 

characters hears her, but we do, 
and it’s a lovely, sensitive thing to 
behold. Yet, we know this is all too 
new to her and she’s too 
inexperienced to be able to trust or 
manage these new inner feelings, 
emotions she had never felt before.  
And therein lies our story. 

ACT TWO 
It’s later that evening.  Nanny has 
come to get her charge ready for 
bed.  But Tatiana can’t even think 
of sleep. Her mind is reeling at this 
new emotion that has overcome 
her.  She asks Nanny to bring her a 
pen and letter papers, for she must 
compose and send off a letter 
expressing some of what she’s 
feeling. This scene is always called 
the “Letter Scene.” While that’s 
appropriate, it’s totally inadequate, 
for it totally fails to convey the 
turmoil in this young teenager 
feeling the first pangs of young 
love as she writes her first letter to 
the object of her desire.    
This is also a girl with a good head 
on her shoulders, for she asks that 
he be kind and not take advantage 
of her youth and inexperience. In 
essence she writes of her love for 
him asking: 
“Why did you come into my life?  I 
was ready to accept the rules and 
expectations of someone in my 
social station, entering into a 
comfortable arranged marriage 
with a nice young man. But you’ve 
changed all that!  I would not 
change it for all the world, but I 
worry how it will end. Your honor is 
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my only guarantor that you will be 
kind to me”.  (She senses rather 
than knows the answers to succh 
questions, but is unable to control 
the new-found emotions that 
overwhelm her.)   
And when at last she has finished 
the letter, the sun has risen on a 
new day. Urgently, she persuades 
Nanny to have her grandson deliver 
her missive to Onegin at once. And 
that’s what happens.  She spends 
agonizing hours (are they days?) 
wondering if she did the right thing, 
and whether he will respond to her.  
And if so, when?  And why hasn’t it 
happened already?  Oh, God, will I 
be able to wait it out? … 

ACT THREE 
After an unknown period filled with 
anxiety, Onegin comes calling in 
answer to her letter.  His response is 
truly unkind.   They meet in the 
same room with the same extra long 
table that’s not at all conducive to 
the sort of intimate response the 
situation required.  But we’ve 
already seen how shallow Onegin 
can be when we heard him complain 
about how boring and difficult his life 
is nowadays, as he must wait for his 
uncle to die.  (We’ll see other 
examples before the opera ends.)  
As the scene opens, we see them 
start out sitting at the extreme ends 
of that lo-o-ong table.  Her head’s 
awhirl, but his head is thinking 
straight. At some point he realizes 
the obvious: he can’t communicate 
his delicate message long-distance, 
so he rises and moves closer.  

But what is his message?  “You were 
honest in sending the letter”, he tells 
her, “but it asks for something I 
cannot give you.  I’m not equipped 
to be someone’s loving companion.  
That’s not the way I’m wired.  In no 
time at all” he tells her, “our 
relationship would turn sour and you 
would wind up being hurt and 
unhappy.  I don’t want to do that to 
you.” 
He tells her all he could give to her 
was the kindness of a brother, with 
no romantic strings attached.  But 
we realize that would never be 
enough for her.  She listens with her 
heart breaking, but she hears him 
out.  We can see that he actually 
thinks he was being kind, but we 
also realize that he really has no 
empathy for this young girl’s dreams 
and longings. 
He bids her goodbye, and she will 
never hears from him again — until 
the end of the opera.   
Objectively, he has acted in a 
gentlemanly manner. But his replies 
have been worse than useless. 
Instead of letting her down gently, 
he has given too little thought to her 
youth and vulnerability, leaving her 
utterly heart-broken and forlorn 
feeling rejection and humiliation that 
will remain in her psyche for many 
days and even longer nights.  

ACT FOUR 
The scene opens in the now familiar, 
large room in the Larin household.  
Today is important; it is Tatiana’s 
‘Naming Day’.  (Presumably akin to a 
Jewish girl’s bat mitzvah.) Every 
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relative and many friends are here 
at a party in her honor. The men are 
dressed informally but the ladies are 
dressed to the nines. Lensky and 
Onegin arrive somewhat later than 
most of the guests, but it’s no big 
deal.  A sense of general happiness 
permeates the entire gathering. 
Onegin, however, is not happy and 
soon decides that he is bored.  In 
typical Onegin fashion. he blames 
his friend for having persuaded him 
to come; we again see Onegin’s 
shallowness come to the fore.  He 
decides to ‘get even’ with Lensky by 
paying excessive attention to Olga, 
to make his friend jealous.   
In an opening dance sequence, we 
hear Tchaikovsky’s famous waltz. 
Our two protagonists become 
embroiled in Onegin’s plan which 
displays Onegin’s shallowness and 
lack of sensitivity. He asks Olga to 
dance with him, knowing this will 
provoke an angry response from 
Lensky, who is once again made 
victim to Onegin’s self-indulgent and 
uncaring attitude towards the 
feelings of others.   
The love-struck but honest Lensky 
rises to the bait and responds 
angrily, where silence would have 
been more prudent. Olga reacts with 
annoyance at Lensky’s unjustified 
jealousy. She is totally unaware of 
the sub-currents in both mens’ 
minds, and treats Onegin’s 
attentions as an innocent invitation 
from a mutual friend.  
At this point, Tchaikovsky injects a 
break in the increasing tension. A 

French poet, Monsieur Piquet 
enters to much fanfare.  He has 
come to present Tatiana with a poem 
he has written in her honor.  Lensky 
is induced to lend his lovely tenor 
voice and sings rather than recites  
the poem. As he does so, it’s clear 
that the two men are succumbing to 
increasing amounts of machismo. 
They’re getting madder and madder. 
Now, Onegin twists the knife further 
as he dances with Olga to a special 
dance she had promised to her 
fiancé. Olga tries to cool down the 
rising tensions, but Lensky is hot-
headed and he expresses his 
unjustified anger toward Olga for not 
siding with him.  Impulsively he goes 
further and breaks off their 
engagement. Things quickly go from 
bad to worse, always with Onegin as 
the provocateur. Before the two men 
can think about what they are doing, 
they find themselves having agreed 
to fight a duel in the morning. They 
regret the situation, but it’s too late, 
the die has been cast.   

ACT FIVE 
In this brief scene we are treated to 
Tchaikovsky at his melodious best.  
We’re in the same room, though the 
table has been shortened.  Lensky is 
sitting silently, trying to understand 
how his life has sunk to this 
dilemma.  After Mama Larin tries 
without success to find someone 
who can brighten Lensky’s gloomy 
mood, he begins to sing aloud his 
one great aria, in which he cites his 
possible death and says in essence: 
“Olga, I love you so!  How has it 
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come to this, where I find myself 
bereft of the things that mean the 
most to me, especially you?  For me, 
the ‘golden days’ are gone forever“.  
When he’s done singing, your heart 
is already heavy as you await the 
unhappy ending that you know is 
coming.  Though the details are 
greatly different in this production, 
the ending is the same. Lensky will 
be killed.   
Onegin arrives, having deliberately 
overslept, once again showing his 
insensivity.  When Zaretsky , the 
man overseeing the duel, chastises 
him for his lack of respect, Onegin 
deliberately insults the man by 
fobbing off his overweight and 
boorish valet as his second.   
Onegin and Lensky approach each 
other and exchange a few words. 
Then they move apart and we watch 
as the camera shows close-ups of 
each man’s face as he muses to 
himself and we listen to the musical 
canon that Tchaikovsky wrote to 
reflect their inner thoughts: “if only 
we could evade what’s coming and 
renew our friendship”.  Their silent 
but mutual musings end with the 
same answer, said in unison and 
repeated four times: “NYET.”  
In today’s production the  duel that 
Tchaikovsky wrote as taking place in 
an outdoor setting has been 
supplanted by an improbable 
contretemps inside the room. Lensky 
has somehow found an old musket 
(and only one of them) which he 
loads and hurls to Onegin, hoping 
thereby to cause him to fire the first 

shot and thus be blamed for 
whatever happens.  But Onegin 
wants nothing to do with the thing 
and throws it back.   
Lensky now carries it to Onegin, and 
they struggle over who shall hold it.  
In the melee, Lensky is accidentally 
shot. Onegin asks if he is dead, and 
the unseen duel director confirms in 
the lowest notes a basso profundo  
can sing, “He is dead”.  And  the 
curtain falls. 

ACT SIX 
We are once again in that large 
room, but it has been transformed 
into a more elegant ballroom 
setting, with rich cherry paneling 
and a huge chandelier type device 
attached to the ceiling.  The long 
table is also back.   
Personally, I was annoyed with the 
changes from the changes made in 
this version of Onegin’s last act.  
Surely it was not the expense.  I 
wondered if perhaps it involved 
some sort of political or physical 
problems. Who knows?  But I feel 
the change seriously detracted from 
the finale that Tchaikovsky 
envisioned. The company did not 
skimp on the costs, so why this 
deviation?   
But I finally decided: it is what it is, 
and it’s not all that bad.  I would say 
the two versions are compatible in 
many details, and what counts the 
most, they are similar in 
tastefulness.  To misapply the 
standard polling catch phrase we’ve 
all heard on TV, the differences are 
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within the margin of —no, not error 
— but differing tastes.  It’s a draw.  
Important details that remain 
unchanged except as noted include: 
It is four years later.  Tatiana is now 
married to a wealthy and socially 
prominent member of Russian 
society’s upper crust, Prince 
Gremin. She has matured and has 
grown into a respected society lady, 
with all the attributes befitting her 
new station. This scene has always 
been presented in an elegant grand 
ballroom. However, today’s director 
has chosen to go another way. 
Tatiana lives with her husband, the 
Prince, in his mansion and is 
recognized as a Grande Dame of 
Russian high society.  As the curtain 
rises, an elegant black-tie ball is in 
progress.  It is located in the 
mansion’s grand ballroom, and, 
naturally, Tatiana is the hostess.   
The act opens with the orchestra 
playing Tchaikovsky’s Polonaise, to 
which the elegantly dressed guests 
dance in long choreographed 
sequences.  It’s a show piece of the 
opera, and invariably uses a large 
Corps de Ballet, which is rewarded 
with enormous rounds of applause, 
and the customers all take home a 
memory of that elegant tableau.  
As the curtain rises, Onegin enters.  
He had gone abroad after having 
killed his best friend, hoping to find 
some inner peace.  But as he soon 
says, he had failed to do so. 
He is unaware of Tatyana’s new life  
and a stranger in the capital. He’s 

come to attend a ball thrown by his 
relative: the Prince. In the midst of 
these elegant surroundings, Onegin 
sings of the emptiness of his life.  
(Is this a first sign he may have 
begun to see the reason for his 
constant unhappiness?)  
Prince Gremin sings his only aria, 
which every Russian opera lover 
knows by heart.  In it, he laments 
he led a meaningless life (not unlike 
Onegin’s). However, everything 
changed for him two years ago 
when he married Tatiana.  “She 
breathed life into my former empty 
existence. Since then, I have been 
a happy man”.  (We ask: Can this 
be a formula that Onegin can use to 
find happiness?  And, we know the 
answer is NO.)   
When Gremin approaches Onegin 
and introduces him to his wife, they 
recognize each other and each feels 
a stirring of old emotions.  But she 
makes clear to him that all that was 
in the past.  In her next breath, she 
informs her husband that she is 
tired and wishes to be taken away 
from this gathering.  Of course, he 
does so at once.  In the usual 
setting, she exits and arrives 
unseen in her bedroom suite in the 
upper level of the mansion, where 
she meets again with Onegin in the 
finale. As we shall see, it’s done 
differently here.   
In that setting, in the midst of a 
crowd of aristocrats, Onegin 
contemplates how the tables have 
turned.  Now he is the one who is 
enthralled and driven by an 
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irresistible need to pursue the 
object of his desire.  He follows her 
upstairs and initiates an interaction 
that goes on for more than ten 
passion-filled minutes.  His 
protestations mirror those she had 
said to him years before.  Now it is 
he who speaks of nurturing a great 
love, with the hope that it might be 
reciprocated.   
In both versions, he begs to be 
forgiven and forcefully presses his 
case that they can start anew, but 
without success.  While he gets her 
to admit that she feels similarly 
towards him, she reminds him that 
she is now a married lady.  She’s 
also one of great character, who 
steadfastly refuses to be disloyal to 
her vows to her husband, even 
though her heart is also heavy.   
Usually she exits the bedroom and 
starts to go downstairs. He follows 
after her and continues to press his 
case. Their final interaction takes 
place on the mansion’s elegant 
main staircase.  Once more, and for 
the last time, she tells him they had 
had their chance years ago, and 
he’d thrown it away.  Then she 
leaves him alone to contemplate his 
future loneliness.  
In this production the Prince and his 
wife exit together and leave Onegin 
alone in a deserted room to 
contemplate his future life. And we 
are left to leave the Encore Theater 
remembering the grace and dignity 

with which Tatyana walks away from 
her heart-throb, opting instead to 
remain true to husband and honor, 
leaving us a memory worth 

A Bolshoi Theater Production filmed 
in HD at the Paris Opera 2008 • BD & 

DVD Released 2019 by Bel Air 
Classiques  • DVD ASIN: B07Y98N1N7 

Riderwood Opera Theater  
presents both recorded and live performances 
of and 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. Our new members’ names will soon 
be added to this list; really, they will. 
Encore Opera Notes is published every 
week,  for the opera community at 
Riderwood and distributed without charge 
by Leah Solat, Mary Ann Stroker, and 
Judith Dighe to the cubbies of residents 
without email. It is edited and printed by 
Gene Martin
For a free subscription send your 
name and (cubby) address to Leah 
Solat, PV 409 or email:   

genemartin36@gmail .com  
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