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NEXT WEEK IN ENCORE 
Next Friday, the 26th, the Encore    
program will be Bizet’s “The Pearl  
Fishers.” Since Bizet is best 
known for his opera “Carmen” 
and only this second work of his 
is widely known, “Pearl Fishers” 
sometimes  has been called 
“Bizet’s other opera.” Perhaps 
others have meant that a bit 
derisively but it is  a fine work 
and offers a tenor- baritone duet 
that may remain in your ears for 
after a long while. 

OPERA AT RIDERWOOD          
NOTES & NEWS

Previous Opera Theater audiences have heard works of 
the three best-known composers of the opera genre “bel 
canto” (Italian for ‘beautiful singing’), the dominant 
form of opera during the first half of the 19th century.  
Two of these composers were Gaetano Donizetti (Lucia 
di Lammermmoor, L’Elisir d’Amore) and Giaocchino 
Rossini (Barber of Seville, Italian Girl in Algiers).  
Today, we will see the opera for which Vincenzo 
Belliini, the third member of that trio, is best known.   
Norma premiered in 1831 after Belllini’s great success in 
opera buffa with La Sonnabula.  But Norma differed 
from its predecessors in several ways, especially by 
being tragic and emotional rather than comedic. Richard 
Wagner, one of its most vociferous proponents was not 
known for approving other composers’ work;  so we 
know it must be ‘heavy’ as well as melodious.    
From mid-19th century until after World War II, Norma 
was rarely performed in any major opera house primarily 
because of the immense burden of the soprano role.  
Maria Callas is credited with leading the way in 
resurrecting the opera followed by Joan Sutherland and 
Monserrat Caballe (my favorite Norma). 
BACKGROUND 
The action takes place in France, then called Gaul in 
about 100 B.C.  The backdrop for this drama is the 
conflict between the Druids, an ancient religious sect, 
and the Romans who had conquered them and ruled with 
an iron hand.  And what a drama it is!  
In this setting, the romantic attachments of the heroine 
and the loyalty she owes to her religious vows cannot be 
resolved peacefully, so we know her story must end 
unhappily.   
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THIS WEEK’S NEWS 
————————————————-——— 

OPERA FORUM SUCCESS 
The newest program offering of 
Opera At Riderwood is off to the 
acclaim of opera lovers who have 
been able to attend the opening 
sessions. Future Forums, every 
Thursday at 7:30 pm in the VSQ 
classroom seem likely to be SRO. 

————————————————-——— 

CAST of  “NORMA” 
Joan Sutherland…Norma 

Ron Stevens…Pollione 
Margreta Elkins…Adalgisa 

Etela Piha…Clotilde 
Trevor Brown...Flavio 

Richard Bonynge conducts the 
Elizabethan Sydney Orchestra 

————————————————-——— 

OUR OWN OPERA QUIZ  
From August 5 

by Clint Marshall 
Q: Giuseppe Verdi wrote 27 different 
operas of which Falstaff (1893) was 
his last. What is the title of Verdi’s 
very first opera composed in 1839? 
A: Oberto …and the winner is …         
 Sherman Davis. 

“NOTES” Continued Page 2

 SteveSchwartz’s Encore Notes 
NORMA 

Giovanni Bellini
English Subtitles • 153 Minutes :02:33.



Page  of 42

This being opera, conflicting love interests are 
an ever-present element, but there are many 
conflicts complicating Norma: 

The Druids are plotting to overthrow their 
Roman masters; 
Norma, the Druid high priestess, has 
conducted a secret love affair for years with 
the Roman pro-consul despite the dictates of 
her religion and her vows; moreover, she 
has borne two children by him; 
Norma's Druid subordinate, a priestess, 
knows nothing of that relationship but is 
now the object of the pro-consul’s affections 
since he has tired of Norma; 
In a Medea-like situation, a mother 
considers murdering her children as a means 
of vengeance; 
An auto-da-fe means someone must die — 
but who?  The potential victim keeps 
changing.  You’ll have to watch the opera to 
learn who it is; 
The three major characters are each caught 
up in constantly changing and mutually 
conflicting thoughts of love, vengeance and 
guilt. 

Every scene has its crisis, each building to the 
next, until one’s nerves are quivering with 
tension. This story exemplifies what makes 
for wonderful operatic tragedy, and Bellini 
has captured it in his glorious music. 

ACT ONE 
We are in the sacred forest of the Druids and 
hear a religious march.  The High Priest of the 
Druid temple, Orovesco, leads a procession of 
Gallic warriors and Druid priests.  He 
proclaims that his followers will revolt against 
the Romans when the signal is given: the 
sacred gong will be struck three times and his 
daughter, Norma, as High Priestess, cuts the 

sacred mistletoe. 
The Druids leave. Pollione, the Roman 
proconsul and the father of Norma’s children 
enters with his Centurion, Flavio. Pollione 
confides that his former love for Norma has 
faded.  He now fancies a young priestess of 
the temple and she reciprocates his love.  
Knowing Norma to be strong-willed and not 
likely to take kindly to his betrayal, he worries 
how she will seek revenge.   
The men leave and the Druids return with 
Norma.  She declares that while the Druids 
cannnot yet revolt because of the Roman’s 
military power, their reign will eventually fall. 
(And, we suspect, her judgment is colored by 
her desire to protect Pollione from harm and 
keep him near – at least for now.) 
She enchants us with what is undoubtedly the 
most famous aria in the opera, “Cast Diva” 
(Chaste goddess), a prayer to the moon which 
was divine to the Druids.  It is one of the most 
highly regarded soprano arias in the entire 
repertoire, and a precursor of the other vocal 
pyrotechnics she performs. 
When Norma’s acolyte Adalgisa tells her of 
her love for an unnamed Roman,  Norma 
expresses understanding about such love… in 
the abstract. But when the man turns out to be 
Pollione, her attitude changes.  She confronts 
Adalgisa and Pollione and berates them for 
their clandestine relationship and Pollione’s 
betrayal.  She tells them to get out of her life 
and go straight to Druid Hell.  The act ends 
with their powerful and emotion-charged trio.   
[When this opera premiered, acts ended with a 
large ensemble on stage.  Bellini’s choice of a 
trio (even as glorious and dramatic as this 
one) raised howls of protest. Most critics now 
agree that he got it right. But, you decide…] 
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ACT TWO 
Norma now hopes Pollione will come back to 
her, but he is clear that he has no intention of 
doing that.  His refusal kindles a new and 
different thought in Norma: vengeance.  And 
what a terrible vengeance!  In a scene 
reminiscent of Medea, she plans to kill their 
two children.  She considers that killing her 
children might atone for her guilt and 
eliminate her disgrace, while also making that 
dirty traitor feel great pain.  But when the time 
comes, her mother’s instinct prevails and she 
just can’t do it.   
Meanwhile, Pollione has been ordered to 
return to Rome, and he intends to take 
Adalgisa with him.  Norma decides to let the 
children live by persuading Adalgisa to adopt 
them and take them to Rome with Pollione.   
But Adalgisa has her own inner conflicts, and 
refuses.  Instead, she opts to remain loyal to 
her vows and to Norma, and offers to dump 
the guy for Norma’s sake.  With that 
switcheroo, the two women become fast 
friends. Pollione, who also does not accept 
rejection well, dreams up a plot to abduct 
Adalgisa by force and take her with him.  [Ah, 
true love!]  
The Druids have gathered in the temple, 
where Norma tells them that the time has 
come to start the revolt.  [What changed her 
mind, d’ya think?]  Her followers make it 
clear that they’re ready.  But wait.  What’s 
this?  Pollione has been discovered lurking in 
the shadows of the temple.  [As we know, he 
is there to kidnap Adalgisa.  But that’s become 
a moot point now.]   
The Druids must now decide what is to be 
done with this infidel who defiled their sacred 
temple.  [Imagine if they knew of his secret 
affair with their High Priestess?] But Norma 

insists that she first interview him alone. Once 
alone, she tells him she will spare his life, but 
only if he abandons Adalgisa.  He refuses.  
“Then I will kill Adalgisa”, says Norma.  “No, 
no,” he replies,  “spare her and kill me 
instead.”   [Ah, what a gentleman!]  But 
Norma is not prepared to do that.  She still has 
hopes, however forlorn, for a reconciliation. 
Now the crossroads of the drama has been 
reached. Bellini and his librettist  Felice 
Romani [who was his only librettist] have 
woven a killer web out of the intersecting 
emotions of the main characters, and in the 
tradition of a master storyteller, they keep us 
in the audience on tenterhooks wondering 
how Norma will resolve her dilemma.  She 
examines her options and knows what she 
must do.  She tells the dumbfounded Druids 
that an unnamed priestess has betrayed her 
vows. “Who?” they ask.   “It is I.” says 
Norma. 
The Druids are even more amazed.  But they 
face a new and more immediate  problem.  A 
sacrificial pyre has been prepared in response 
to Pollione’s desecration of the temple, and if 
it isn’t to be that dirty Roman, some other 
victim must be found to feed the flames –- 
willingly or otherwise.  After some twists and 
turns regarding that issue, we come to the 
exciting finale of the opera.  Norma, having 
confessed her sins and seeing no way out of 
her unhappiness, proclaims that it must be she 
who is sacrificed.   
When her father agrees to care for her 
children, to the consternation of all the 
Druids, she starts to ascend to the top of the 
pyre.  This stirs Pollione to action.  He cannot 
bear to see her take that final step alone.  
Recognizing his own guilt, and perhaps with 
some renewed affection for Norma in the face 
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of her bravery and strength of character, he 
decides to join her. 
As Norma, the High Priestess of the Druids, 
and Pollione, the Roman proconsul, ascend 
together to the top of their funeral pyre to 
assuage the ire of the Druid gods, the final 
curtain falls, relieving the audiences’ nerves 
that were stretched to the breaking point.  
Whether the story is credible or not, Bellini’s 
sonorous music evokes real emotions.  To me, 
that’s opera at its best.       

-Steve Schwartz 

PRODUCTION INFORMATION 

Runtime: 153 minutes • Filmed 1978, 
Sydney Opera House •  DVD released 2006 

by KULTUR  • MPAA not rated • ASIN: 
B000FII2ES 

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: 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
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