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Many opera scholars consider Don Carlo to be Verdi’s greatest 
creation. That’s pretty high praise for the composer who also 
gave us works like La Traviata, Rigoletto, Aida, Il Trovatore, 
and many, many others. Champions of Don Carlo point out 
the opera’s extraordinary complexity of musical and dramatic 
language. This new language observes minute and seemingly 
spontaneous reactions to the constant changes of mood. In this 
opera, Verdi displays a whole new battery of skills, in 
orchestral manipulation, in control of elaborate harmonic 
explorations, in flexible pacing, and in the extraordinary 
confrontational duets that fuel the opera’s dramatic process. 
The subject matter elicited some of Verdi’s most memorable 
music. It includes Verdi’s greatest bass role and one of his 
greatest mezzo-soprano roles as well as two superb singing 
roles in Elisabeth and Carlos. It contains one of the most 
perfect climactic scenes in all Verdi in the third act.  
So, if Don Carlo is such a masterpiece, why isn’t it performed 
more often and why isn’t it better known among the general 
opera public. Here are my thoughts on that puzzling question. 
Don Carlo is a magnificent opera in almost every respect, 
weakened mainly by its excessive length. It was written for the 
Paris Opera and in Paris, most opera goers were primarily 
interested in opera as a social event. It was where one goes to 
see and be seen. Parisians were only interested in “grand opera” 
with it’s over the top spectacle and sumptuous stage décor. 
Every Paris opera was required to include a mandatory ballet, 
always inserted in the middle of the opera. Rather than arriving 
punctually at the beginning of the opera, the French patrons 
would wander in sometime during the first act. As a result, 
composers for the Paris Opera saved their best inspirations for 
the second half and avoided placing key plot elements at the 
opening.  Because of all of these special requirements, operas 
performed at the Paris Opera were always very long, usually 
five acts running upwards of five hours. 
Verdi struggled greatly with the requirements of the Paris 
Opera. Out of absolute necessity, he gave into many of the 
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THIS WEEK’S NEWS 
Temperatures in Encore 

I know it can be very cold in Encore 
Theater and some opera lovers are 
bringing a light jacket or sweater with 
them. Just so you know, the room 
temperature in Encore cannot be directly 
controlled anywhere in Lakeside Center. 
The complicated HVAC system relies on  
a computer located in Montgomery 
Station.There is a reason, but don’t ask!  

————————————————-——— 

THE MET AT LOCAL THEATERS  
by John Szabo 

You can still see Encore broadcasts of 
Met Live in HD at our local theaters: 
Majestic Stadium in Silver Spring: Laurel 
Town Center, Snowden Square and 
Columbia Mall  in Columbia . Check 
with the theater for show times (1PM & 
6 PM). Next year we will seek to add the 
Live in HD to the Trips schedule. 

July 27 - Madama Butterfly with 
Patricia Racette and Marcello Giordani. 

August 3 - La Boheme with Sonya 
Yoncheva, Michael Fabiano, and 
Susanna Phillips; staging by Franco 
Zeffirelli. 

August 10 La Fille du Regiment with 
Natalie Dessay and Juan Diego Florez, 
the same version we will show here. 

————————————————-——— 
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NEXT WEEK IN ENCORE 
Next week we take a ride in the surrey 
with the fringe on top. Yep, it’s 
Oklahoma!, the first musical written 
by the duo of Rodgers and 
Hammerstein.  I’ll bet you can think of 
at least three songs from the film; 
come on the 29th and refresh your 
special memories. The original 
Broadway production opened on 
March 31, 1943, was a box office hit, 
and ran for an unprecedented 2,212 
performances. Rodgers and 
Hammerstein won a special Pulitzer 
Prize for Oklahoma! in 1944.  - Gene
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demands. In preparation for the premier 
performance on March 11, 1867, 270 rehearsals 
were held for Don Carlos. The Paris Opera would 
not allow the long opera to start earlier in the 
evening because the spectators would not have 
sufficient time to dine in style. However, the 
opera had to end before midnight so that audience 
members could catch the last train to the suburbs 
at 12:35am. Verdi soon discovered that his opera 
would not fit into the specified maximum 
duration and he was forced against his will to 
make cuts. This was just the beginning of a 
decades long battle to trim Don Carlos and arrive 
at the ideal length without sacrificing the 
integrity of the opera.  In 1882, Verdi revised the 
opera yet again when he developed an Italian 
version. The French Don Carlos now became the 
Italian Don Carlo. The five-act version was 
reduced to four acts with the ballet along with 
other numbers omitted. Just to give you some 
idea of the difference, the original five act French 
version can take nearly five hours to perform. 
The Italian version, which we will watch at 
Encore Opera, lasts for three hours. I believe that 
the numerous incarnations of Don Carlo in 
addition to the fact that it demands six 
outstanding singers in the lead roles, has kept this 
opera from regular appearances in the repertoire. 
Don Carlo is loosely based on historical events, 
very loosely!!! The real Don Carlo was about 14 
years old when the events in this opera took 
place. He was a hunchback who stutters, whose 
one leg is lame, who is affected by epileptic fits, 
displays many signs of mental illness and is 
addicted to all kinds of vices and unpredictable 
behavior. The historical Don Carlo could never 
have found his way into the noble role in this 
opera except for the help of Friedrich Schiller. 
Schiller’s play Don Carlos is a historical tragedy 
in five acts written between 1783 and 1787 and 
first produced in Hamburg in 1787. The play is 
modeled on historical events in the 16th century 
under the reign of King Philip II of Spain. It 
served as the basis for Verdi’s opera.  
The relationships between the major roles in Don 
Carlo are intense, compelling, and at times a little 
involved. Here is a brief “Score Card” of the 

characters that will help you walk through the 
opera. 
Elisabeth (Soprano) – Queen of Spain, married 
to King Philip II, in love with her stepson Don 
Carlo 
Philip II (Bass) – King of Spain, loves his wife 
Queen Elisabeth, having an affair with Princess 
Eboli 
Don Carlo (Tenor) – Son of King Philip, loves 
his step-mother Queen Elisabeth 
Princess Eboli (Mezzo-Soprano) – Loves Don 
Carlo, having an affair with King Philip 
Rodrigo (Baritone) – Marquess of Posa, his 
primary interest is the welfare of the people of 
Flanders 
The Grand Inquisitor (Bass) – Evil, powerful, 
feared by everyone including the King 

SYNOPSIS 
Act 1 
Before the curtain comes up, we should do a little 
homework. Since Verdi eliminated the first act, 
we need a bit of background information before 
viewing the opera. The time is 1558 and France 
and Spain are concluding a long war. A part of 
the peace agreement requires that Elisabeth, 
princess of France marry Don Carlo, prince of 
Spain. Rather than wait for the wedding, Carlo 
travels to France to get a sneak peek at his 
betrothed. Of course, they instantly fall madly in 
love. However, prior to the wedding, Carlo’s 
father King Philip II of Spain decides for political 
reasons that he will marry Elisabeth instead of his 
son. AND the opera hasn’t even started yet!! 
Scene 1 - The curtain rises and we are in 16th 
century Madrid. We hear a mysterious monk at 
prayer at the tomb of Don Carlo’s grandfather, 
Charles V. There is a rumor that the monk may 
actually be the ghost of Charles V. Carlo pours 
out his heart about his love for Elisabeth, who is 
now his stepmother! Rodrigo, the Marquis of 

See “CAST” on Page 4
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Posa enters and urges Carlo to ask for the 
governorship of Flanders which is under harsh 
rule by Spain. He suggests that Carlo could 
relieve the suffering of the people and there he 
may forget Elisabeth. In a fabulous duet, the two 
men swear eternal friendship. I really hope that 
you like this duet because you’ll be hearing it a 
lot. 
Scene 2 - In a garden, we meet Princess Eboli 
who serves the Queen. She sings a challenging 
coloratura aria. Rodrigo has an interview with the 
Queen and asks her to persuade the King to send 
Don Carlo to Flanders. Rodrigo leaves and Don 
Carlo enters and passionately declares his love to 
the Queen. Elisabeth summons the strength to 
deny him. The King enters and meets with 
Roderigo whom he honors and trusts. The King 
insists that Flanders must continue to suffer. 
Act 2 
Scene 1 - At night in the Queen’s garden, Carlos 
is expecting to meet Elisabeth. A veiled lady 
approaches and he begins to make love to her. It 
is not the Queen but Princess Eboli who is in love 
with Don Carlo. When Don Carlos discovers his 
mistake, he reveals that he loves the Queen. Even 
though Rodrigo comes to the rescue, Princess 
Eboli vows vengeance. When the Princess leaves, 
Carlo gives some incriminating papers to Rodrigo 
for safekeeping. 
Scene 2 – We are at the Spanish Inquisition 
where a group of heretics are to be burned alive. 
Carlo asks his father that he allow him to go to 
Flanders to relieve the suffering of the people 
with a kindlier government. The King refuses, 
Carlo draws his sword, swearing to defend 
Flanders, and the King demands that he be 
disarmed. Only Rodrigo can take the sword from 
Carlo. Carlo is arrested and the fires of the 
Inquisition are lit. 
Act 3 
Scene 1 – Here is one of the many highlights of 
this opera, King Philip’s great soliloquy. In this 
tremendous bass aria, the King laments that 
Elizabeth has never loved him and the he will 
always be alone. It is immediately followed by 

one of the most intense and dark scenes in all of 
opera. The Grand Inquisitor, another powerful 
and forceful bass voice, is 90 years old, blind, 
evil and merciless. Philip offers to have his son 
executed for treason but the Grand Inquisitor is 
not satisfied. He also demands the death of 
Rodrigo. The tense interplay between these two 
bass voices is unforgettable. After the Grand 
Inquisitor threatens King Philip, he exits and 
Elizabeth enters. She is looking for a missing 
jewel case which Philip has in his possession. He 
opens it and discovers a picture of Carlo. As the 
King accuses the Queen of infidelity, Rodrigo 
and Princess Eboli enter. Eboli admits to stealing 
the jewel case and planting the picture of Carlo to 
incriminate Elizabeth. She also admits to 
Elizabeth that she has had an affair with the King. 
The Queen gives her a choice between exile and 
the convent. Princess Eboli laments her own 
beauty in one of the most famous arias in the 
mezzo soprano repertoire, O don fatale. 
Scene 2- Rodrigo comes to the prison to see 
Carlo and reveals that agents have discovered 
him carrying the incriminating documents. 
Rodrigo knows that he is now marked for death 
and states the Carlo must now be the one to save 
Flanders. An unknown man enters the cell and 
shoots Rodrigo dead. With his dying breath, he 
tells Carlo that Elizabeth will meet him at the 
convent that evening. 
Act 4 
Queen Elizabeth awaits Carlo at the convent 
where she resigns herself to her fate. When Carlo 
enters, they sing a sad song of farewell and she 
urges Carlo to lead the Flemish people to liberty. 
The King enters with the Grand Inquisitor who 
both order the arrest of Elizabeth and Don Carlo. 
The mysterious monk (who may or may not be 
Charles V) appears from behind the tomb. He 
drags Carlo back to the safety of his tomb and the 
final curtain falls. 
One of the very unique aspects of Don Carlo is 
that it demands six outstanding singers in the lead 
roles. The version that we will view is from a live 
performance at La Scala in 1992. The performers 
that were assembled for this production are 
nothing short of a “dream cast.”  
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THE PRINCIPAL ROLES  
were sung by Luciano Pavarotti as Don Carlo, 
Samuel Ramey as Filippo II, Daniela Dessi as 
Elisabetta Di Valois, Paolo Coni as Rodrigo, 
Marchese Di Posa, Luciana D’Intinoas as La 
Principessa Eboli, and Alexander Anisimov as 
Il Grande Inquisitore.  
To give you some idea of the strength of this cast, 
Pavarotti does not dominate the production. It has 
been my experience that when Pavarotti sings in 
an opera, it becomes a “Pavarotti Show.” That is 
not the case here. Even though he is his usual 
spectacular self, the other members of this all-star 
team more then hold their own and each has their 
own moments of musical glory. This cast 
provides you with six excellent reasons to come 
hear this opera. 
One final personal note: 
As much as I like and truly admire this opera, I 
detest the ending. It makes no sense in a dozen 
different ways. Did Verdi run out of ideas or was 
he just too tired after writing nearly a five-hour 
opera? Why does it need a happy ending? 
Consider this. How much protection can a 
“mysterious monk” give to Don Carlo when he is 
up against the King of Spain and the all-powerful 
Grand Inquisitor? If they wanted Don Carlo, they 
could have arrested him and the monk within a 
minute. The ending makes no sense to me. Plus, 
it is anti-climactic. It comes out of nowhere and 
leads nowhere. The original Schiller play had 
what I believe is a much more believable ending 
and one that falls in line with the plot. In the 
Schiller ending, the Grand Inquisitor and the 
King enter the convent grounds to confront Carlo 
and Elisabeth. King Philip has his son arrested 
and turned over to the mercy of the Inquisition.  
It’s not a happy ending but at least it’s plausible. 
After viewing the opera, please let me know 
which ending you would choose.There can be no 
question that Verdi achieved new musical and 
dramatic heights in his monumental Don Carlo. 
But is this really Verdi’s greatest opera? I hope to 
see you Friday at 1:00pm when you can make 
that determination for yourself. 

Notes by Clinton Marshall 

SOME PRODUCTION INFORMATION 
Runtime: 182 minutes • Recorded live at La 

Scala 1992 • Stage Production and Video 
Director Franco Zefferelli • DVD released in 
2004 by Warner Classics • MPAA not rated • 

ASIN: B00020HEPW 

   
ENCORE OPERA SCHEDULE IN 

AUGUST 

Aug  5      Falstaff  Verdi 
Aug 12     Don Giovanni  Mozart 
Aug 19     Norma  Bellini 
Aug 26     Pearl Fishers  Bizet 

Every Friday at 1:00pm in Encore Theater

Opera at Riderwood
Opera At Riderwood is a resident group 
presenting recorded operas weekly as 
Encore Opera and live operatic concerts as 
Purple Lady Productions. Notes & News is 
published every week to inform the opera 
community at Riderwood and is 
distributed without charge to the cubbies 
of residents without email. 
Residents are invited to join and work with 
O@R members who wear many hats and fill 
many shoes: Barbara Adams, Mike Beard, 
David Blackman*, Paula Cook, Joe Davidson, 
Judith Dighe, Trudy Downs, Betty Dunkins, 
Irwin Goldstein*, Maxine Goldstein*, Sallie 
Holder, David Knutson, Luanne Knutson, Sally 
Koenig, Joan Kugler*, Clinton Marshall*, June 
Marshall, Gene Martin, Harry Monocrusos, Sally 
Porter, Mina Schwartz, Mort Schwartz, Leah 
Solat, Mary Ann Stroker, Donna Suchmann, 
Mina Sweet, John Szabo*, and Millie Trimble, 
among others. (*Selection Committee member)
Notes & News is edited and printed by Gene 
Martin and distributed by Leah Solat, Mary Ann 
Stroker, and Judith Dighe. 

To subscribe, send your name and (cubby) 
address to Leah Solat, PV 409 or email 

lsolat@comcast.net
FRIDAY, 1:00 PM • ENCORE THEATER  
OPERA NOTES FOR: 


