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 Welcome to October! You 
may be reading this a few days 
before then, but I am taking a 
cue from Steve to give you a bit 
of a preview of our programs in 
the new month. “New” is the 
word. Encore Opera has not 
played Manon (1884) before but, 
says Wikipedia, it was a mainstay 
of the Opéra-Comique in Paris, 
played 1,000 times there by 1919, 
2,000 by 1952. A “lush” staging of 
La Traviata with Renée Fleming 
is also new to Encore but brings 
back Rolando Villazon,  always 
passionate.  One of us opera 
lovers went out and bought the 
DVD of Rossini’s La Scala Di 
Sieta to persuade Steve and me to 
play it. Her strategy worked; take 
note fellow fans. (So, does it follow 
that “fellow” in that usage is 
gender inclusive, as I hope?) We 
have two really hot Carmen 
DVDs but I am getting a recently 
issued version highly regarded by 
the Met Opera News reviewers; 
we’ll see if it is warm enough. And 
to end the month we have a 
magnificent, recently updated 
Lucia di Lammermoor returning for 
a second time. See you at the 
opera,                    - Gene 

Founder Steve Schwartz

Next Week In Encore 
Oct. 8 La Traviata by Verdi 

Renée Fleming • Rolando Villazón 
James Conlon conducts the Los Angeles Opera 

    MASKS REQUIRED

Program for Friday, Oct 1, 1 PM 

Manon 
Jules Émile Frédéric Massenet 
English Subtitles • 158 Minutes 

————- 

NOTES Prepared by Gene 
As is my wont, when I present an opera or 
version for which Steve has not yet written his 
inimitable Notes, I look for a synopsis and a 
review that seems a bit enlightening - and less 
about whether its author was satisfied with 
his/her breakfast or marriage - factors, I 
suspect, that heavily influence reviews. Here, 
first, is the MetOpera’s synopsis of Vincent 
Paterson’s up-dated version of Manon. Dominic 
McHugh’s review of the DVD begins on page 3. 

ACT ONE 
The noblemen de Brétigny and Guillot de 
Morfontaine are having dinner with three 
young womenat an inn in Amiens. People 
gather for the arrival of the coach to Paris, 
among them Lescaut. He is waiting for his 
young cousin Manon, who is on her way to 
enter a convent. The coach arrives and Manon 
expresses her exuberant joy about her first 
journey away from home. Enchanted by her, 
Guillot offers to take Manon to Paris, but she 

[Continued on Page 2]
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and his companions laugh at him. 
Lescaut reproaches Manon for her 
behavior, which could shame their 
family. Manon gazes with envy at the 
elegant clothes of the other girls. The 
young Chevalier des Grieux arrives 
too late to catch the coach, which 
has already left for Paris. He falls in 
love with Manon at first sight, and 
when she tells him that it is her 
fondness for pleasure that has led 
her family to send her to a convent, 
he is determined to rescue her from 
such a fate. They escape together in 
Guillot’s coach. The returning Lescaut 
furiously accuses Guillot of having 
kidnapped his cousin, but then learns 
from the innkeeper that Manon went 
off with a young man. Guillot, 
mocked by everyone, swears revenge 
on the eloping couple. 

ACT TWO 
In their apartment in Paris, des 
Grieux writes to his father for 
permission to marry Manon. The 
maid announces visitors: Lescaut and 
another man, who, she warns Manon, 
is de Brétigny in disguise. Lescaut, 
using the argument of family honor 
offended, berates des Grieux for 
having abducted Manon. In fact he is 
trying to profit by setting her up with 
de Brétigny. Des Grieux, to prove his 
honorable intentions, produces his 
letter. Meanwhile, de Brétigny tells 
Manon that des Grieux’s father is 
planning to kidnap his own son that 
evening; if she does nothing to 
prevent it and instead comes to live 
with de Brétigny, she can have 
wealth and luxury. After Lescaut and 
de Brétigny have left, des Grieux 
goes out to post his letter. Manon 

realizes she is unable to resist de 
Brétigny’s offer and bids farewell to 
her life with des Grieux. Des Grieux 
returns to find her weeping, but she 
will not tell him why. He talks of his 
dream of an idyllic future together in 
the country. When there’s a knock 
on the door Manon begs him not to 
answer it, but he goes. Looking out 
the window, she sees him being 
abducted. 

ACT THREE 
On a public holiday, a crowd has 
gathered at the Cours-la-Reine. 
Manon, now living with de Brétigny 
and the toast of Paris, praises the 
pleasures of her luxurious existence. 
Overhearing a conversation between 
de Brétigny and the Count des 
Grieux, she learns that the count’s 
son, following an unhappy love 
affair, is about to become a priest 
and will preach later that day at the 
seminary of St. Sulpice. Manon does 
not believe that des Grieux could 
have forgotten her and leaves the 
festivities to find him. 
At St. Sulpice, des Grieux has 
attracted much admiration for his 
sermon. The count tries to dissuade 
his son from entering the priesthood 
in favor of marriage. Des Grieux is 
adamant but realizes that he can’t 
forget Manon. When she appears he 
angrily confronts her. She admits her 
guilt but begs him to forgive her and 
to remember their past love. Des 
Grieux yields to his feelings and 
renounces his vows. 

ACT FOUR 
Gamblers are gathered at the Hôtel 
de Transylvanie, among them Guillot 



Page  of 3 6

and Lescaut. Manon and des Grieux 
arrive, and she reminds him that his 
fortune has nearly run out. He 
accepts Guillot’s challenge to play. 
Manon, Poussette, Javotte, and 
Rosette consider what money might 
bring them. Des Grieux wins heavily 
and Guillot accuses him of cheating, 
threatening to inform the count. The 
police arrive and des Grieux is 
arrested. The count assures his son 
that he will be released soon. 
Manon, as his accomplice, is taken 
away to prison. 

ACT FIVE 
Des Grieux and Lescaut have come 
up with a plan to rescue Manon, who 
has been sentenced to deportation 
to America, but their paid 
accomplices have deserted them. 
Lescaut manages to bribe the guards 
and leaves Manon and des Grieux 
alone together. Ill and exhausted, 
she begs des Grieux to forgive her 
for the shame she has brought him. 
While she recalls their past, he only 
thinks of their future together. But 
the rescue has come too late. As des 
Grieux assures her of his forgiveness 
and love, Manon dies in his arms. 

REVIEW OF 
MASSENET’S MANON 

By Dominic McHugh 
in Musical criticism.com 8 Aug 2008 

A little while back, the opening 
editorial of Opera magazine 
bemoaned the celebrity joint 
promotion of Anna Netrebko and 
Rolando Villazón and claimed that 
their voices are not as perfect a 
match as Deutsche Grammophon 

would have us believe. 
But that's surely to miss the point: 
as stage animals, they have the most 
extraordinary, tangible chemistry, 
which is what makes their 
partnership so special. 
This new DVD of Massenet's Manon 
is as good a reminder of that fact as 
any. Though the film was captured 
during live performances at Berlin's 
Staatsoper Unter der Linden in April 
and May of last year, Vincent 
Paterson's production derives from 
the Los Angeles Opera, where it was 
also a vehicle for the pairing of 
Netrebko and Villazón, as well as 
Netrebko's role debut as Manon. 
It seems to be all the rage at the 
moment for opera productions to be 
updated to Hollywood in the 1950s – 
in the last two months in London 
alone, we've seen Robert Carsen's 
take on Candide and Robert 
Lepage's on The Rake's Progress – 
but Paterson's flair as a Broadway 
director means that the idea doesn't 
pall just from its familiarity. He 
latches onto the title character's self-
reflexivity as the basis for his 
interpretation: at the start and end 
of the piece, she sings ‘And that is 
the story of Manon Lescaut', so 
Patterson has her living her life with 
total self-awareness. Her ultimately 
destructive narcissism is developed 
to such an extent that she plays her 
life as a film star, initially made up 
as an innocent Audrey Hepburn, 
later becoming a sexy Marilyn 
Monroe and finally dying as a gravel-
faced Ingrid Bergman. Des Grieux 
tries to adapt to suit her in every 

http://criticism.com


Page  of 4 6

act, but Manon is too egocentric to 
take notice; only when she has 
precipitated her own death (a fact 
which Paterson underlines to tragic 
effect) can he take her in his arms 
and carry her off into a Hollywood 
sunset. 
It's all slickly and lavishly done, even 
if the Manon's artifice and posturing 
occasionally renders her 
unemotional as well as heartless 
(though Netrebko's vocal passion 
makes up for it). The bigger problem 
for me is that in focussing so keenly 
on the central character, Paterson 
leaves some of the other characters 
underdeveloped psychologically (a 
problem, not accidentally, which can 
occur in the films of the actresses 
who are the basis for Paterson's 
production): I don't feel that Le 
Comte or Lescaut – the strong male 
influences in Des Grieux and 
Manon's lives – register their 
domineering forces on the lovers as 
sharply as I've seen in other 
productions. More psychological 
development and less flashiness 
might lend certain scenes more 
concentration. 
However, these are minor quibbles, 
given Netrebko's stunningly acted 
performance in the title role. Those 
who saw her as Violetta at Covent 
Garden in January will know what 
abilities she has as an actress, yet 
when paired here with someone with 
Paterson's dedication to naturalistic 
stagecraft, she has produced even 
greater results. She is in complete 
control of every bone in her body 
and every muscle on her face; there 

is nothing exaggerated or stagey, 
yet she continues to act even when 
she's not the centre of attention. It 
need hardly be said, too, that the 
fact that she really does have a film 
star's glamour makes it a treat to 
have her perform in a production 
where she is costumed and made up 
like one; the forthcoming La bohème 
film promises to be a treat. 
Vocally, the role seems to lie 
beautifully for Netrebko: I've found 
some of her forays into Italian bel 
canto repertoire unconvincing when it 
comes to coloratura showcases, but 
the lush sensuality of Massenet's line 
is great material for her. The same 
goes for Villazón, in much better 
voice than in the rival Virgin Classics 
DVD released earlier this year with 
Natalie Dessay (which is easily in 
second place after this one). He is 
especially compelling in ‘Ah! fuyez, 
douce image', which blends generous 
tonal lustre with deeply-felt emotion, 
but the performance as a whole just 
seems to find both Villazón and 
Netrebko in their vocal and personal 
comfort zones. 
Against such operatic gold dust it's 
inevitable that the other singers 
would struggle to made their mark, 
but Alfredo Daza and Christof 
Fischesser are more than 
acceptable as Lescat and Le Comte 
des Grieux, and Remy Corazza puts 
in a fine turn as Guillot de Morfontaine. 
One of the reasons for the success of 
the DVD is the conducting of Daniel 
Barenboim. The great maestro 
stepped in at the last minute to lead 
the performances, and according to 
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PRINCIPAL CAST 
Manon: Anna Netrebko  
Le Chevalier Des Grieux: Rolando Villazón 
Le Comte Des Grieux: Christof Fischesser 
Lescaut: Alfredo Daza 
Guilot de Morfontaine: Rémy Corazza 
Brétigny: Arttu Kataja 
Poussette: Hanan Alattar 
Javotte: Gal James  
Rosette: Silvia de la Muela 
Innkeeper: Matthias Vieweg 

Directed by Vincent Paterson 
Daniel Barenboim conducts the Staatsoper 

Unter den Linden, Berlin

the booklet note he only had ten 
days in which to learn the opera. 
Frankly, you really can't discern his 
lack of familiarity with the score 
from the footage of his conducting: 
he seems as confident and 
authoritative as ever. Interpretatively, 
I was struck by the visceral quality 
of his approach, eschewing the 
tendency to wallow in the hyperbolic 
exoticism of the orchestration (the 
main aspect of French opera that 
doesn't appeal to me) and instead 
driving the music forward, often 
through the music's classical 
skeleton. 
Though one might find flaws in it, as 
far as I'm concerned this DVD is 
essential viewing for anyone who 
enjoys the theatricality of opera. 

—|— 

Co-production of Los Angeles Opera 
and The Staatsoper Unter den 

Linden, Berlin • Recorded live 2007 
Berlin • Released 2008 by Deutsche 

Grammophon 
ASIN: B0012UQIW6

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

Friends tell friends 
about Encore Opera
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